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Theatres in Antiquity 
 
 

I o a n a    C O S T A
1 

 
Abstract. Our knowledge on ancient theatres is both direct (vestiges) and theoretical (ancient treatises, 

encyclopaedias, various literary testimonies). The success of performances depended not only upon the quality 
of the play written by a skilled (and/or famous) author, but also upon some specific elements: architecture, 
scenery, acoustics, and comfort devices for the spectators. Vitruvius’ De architectura (5.3-8) is a useful source 
of information on edifices of Roman and Greek theatres. The novelty regarding theatres is sometimes 
highlighted in Pliny the Elder’s encyclopaedia, e.g. 33.54, 34.36, 36.4, 36.114. Re-enacting ancient drama in 
modern times is more than a tribute to classical philology: it eventually turns into a strong statement regarding 
modern life, philosophy, literature, and politics. 
 
Keywords: Antiquity, theatres, edifices, architecture, inheritance, Vitruvius, Pliny the Elder 
 

Rezumat. Cunoştinţele noastre privind teatrele antice sunt deopotrivă directe (prin cercetarea vestigiilor) 
şi teoretice (prin informaţiile cuprinse în tratate, enciclopedii şi diverse alte mărturii literare antice). Reuşita 
unui spectacol depinde nu numai de calitatea unei piese scrise de un autor talentat şi/sau celebru, ci şi de unele 
elemente specifice, care ţin de arhitectură, acustică, peisajul din fundal, confortul publicului. Segmentul 5.3-8 
din tratatul lui Vitruvius De architectura este o utilă sursă de informaţii privind construcţia teatrelor latineşti şi 
greceşti. Noutăţile înregistrate în legătură cu teatrele antice sunt atestate uneori în enciclopedia lui Pliniu cel 
Bătrîn, e.g. 33.54, 34.36, 36.4, 36.114. Punerea în scenă a pieselor antice în timpurile moderne reprezintă mai 
mult decât un simplu gest de reverenţă faţă de filologia clasică: se transformă uneori într-o afirmare viguroasă a 
perspectivei asupra vieţii moderne, a filozofiei, literaturii, politicii contemporane.  
 
Cuvinte cheie: Antichitate, teatre, clădiri, arhitectură, moştenire, Vitruviu, Pliniu cel Bătrîn 

 
* 

The1 Antiquity reached us not only 
fragmentary, but also in a unilateral way, either we 
consider the edifices or the literary works: they are 
for us mostly ruins or imperfect pieces, so that the 
imaginative power is a determining factor in 
completing the shapes and structures of the 
vestiges. The statues we know are considerably 
different than those the ancient people used to see, 
either as lacking the colours and ornaments or as 
placed in the artificial light and atmosphere of a 
modern museum. Missing the limpid and sunny 
ambience of their original setting, the statues are 
less vivid and credible. On top of these 
inconveniences, most works of plastic arts and 
literary texts (in a largely comprehensive sense) 
share the status of being intermediated, transmitted 
throughout successive copies. The example of 
Myron’s Discobolus is highly relevant for 
reconstructing the primary bronze statue by means 
of a number of marble copies, implying the 
incertitude regarding the general posture and 
various details. 

The dramaturgical texts are even farther 
from the realities of ancient world. The basic misfit 

                                                 
1 Associate Professor, University of Bucharest, Faculty 
of Letters,   e-mail: ioanacosta@yahoo.com  

of written versus performed text, still valid in 
modern culture, is multiplied in several steps of 
estranging from original theatre of antiquity. Rarely 
is to be heard the original (not translated) text of an 
ancient dramaturgical work. Not being the native 
language of anyone in the audience, the Greek or 
Latin words are to be read – as surtitles or in the 
booklet of the spectacle, the libretto – during the 
performance, or simply remain a familiar sound, 
without complete disclosure of their meaning, no 
matter how well educated the spectator is. Besides 
being different from the maternal language of the 
addressee, the text is more familiar as a written 
reality, for the reason that phonetic rules and 
reading habits allow different modalities of 
expressing the ancient words. Listening to erasmic 
or reuchlinian Greek, to traditional or restituta 
Latin – just as approximate as they are even when 
trying to get closer to classical stages of these two 
languages – roughly suggests the dichotomy of 
pronouncing ancient words. Approaching Greek 
and Latin accentuation rules, we have to admit that 
the subtle harmony of ancient prosody is hardly 
found in the modern habit of replacing musical 
accent with dynamic prominence, leaving the poetic 
rhythm without the proper tone of each word. 
Consequently, the literary works of antiquity seem 
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to exist solely as mute descendants, intimately 
spoken by the inner voice of individual scholar. 

The edifices themselves are poles apart: our 
theatres and the theatres of the ancient world are 
differently placed, built, designed, and meant. 

Our knowledge on ancient theatres is both 
direct (vestiges) and theoretical (ancient treatises, 
encyclopaedias, various literary testimonies). The 
success of performances depended not only upon 
the quality of the play written by a skilled (and/or 
famous) author, but also upon some specific 
elements: architecture, scenery, acoustics, and 
comfort devices for the spectators.  

Vitruvius’s De architectura (5.3-9) is a 
useful source of information on edifices of Roman 
and Greek theatres. The natural qualities of the 
place are highly regarded, equally for the play and 
the spectators. First among the qualities of the place 
is its salubriousness, as the audience consists in 
whole families, with women and children, staying 
for long in restricted positions, captured and 
absorbed by the play, immersed in a state of artistic 
enchantment: “the pores of their bodies being 
opened by the pleasure they enjoy, are easily 
affected by the air, which, if it blows from marshy 
or other noisome places, infuses its bad qualities 
into the system” (5.3.2)2. The careful choice of 
placing the theatre also concerns the sun: the 
midday heat would affect the public, mostly 
considering the air circulation inside the hemicycle: 
“for when the sun fills the cavity of the theatre, the 
air confined in that compass being incapable of 
circulating, by its stoppage therein, is heated, and 
burns up, extracts, and diminishes the moisture of 
the body” (5, 3, 3).  

eligendus est locus theatro quam saluberrimus, 
uti in primo libro de salubritatibus in moenium 
conlocationibus est scriptum. per ludos enim 
cum coniugibus et liberis persedentes 
delectationibus detinentur et corpora propter 
uoluptatem inmota patentes habent uenas, in 
quas insidunt aurarum flatus, qui si a regionibus 
palustribus aut aliis regionibus uitiosis 
aduenient, nocentes spiritus corporibus 
infundent. itaque si curiosius eligetur locus 
theatro, uitabuntur uitia. etiamque prouidendum 
est ne impeus habeat a meridie. sol enim cum 
implet eius rotunditatem, aer conclusus 
curuatura neque habens potestatem uagandi 
uersando conferuescit et candens adurit 
excoquitque et inminuit e corporibus umores. 
ideo maxime uitandae sunt his rebus uitiosae 
regiones et eligendae salubres. 

                                                 
2 The English translation of Marcus Vitruvius Pollio’s 
“The Architecture” belongs to Joseph Gwilt (see 
References: http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/text). 

Pliny the Elder (Naturalis historia, 19,23)3 
mentions linen covers used for shadow in theatre 
for the first time when Capitol was inaugurated, by 
Q. Catulus; at a later period, Lentulus Spinther 
seemed to be the first to spread awnings of linen 
over the theatre, when celebrating the Games in 
honour of Apollo4. 

postea in theatris tantum umbram fecere, quod 
primus omnium inuenit Q. Catulus, cum 
Capitolium dedicaret. carbasina deinde uela 
primus in theatro duxisse traditur Lentulus 
Spinther Apollinaribus ludis. 

The preliminary research for building a good 
theatre is meant to create the necessary bond 
between the performance (play and actors) and the 
audience, in a material space obeying rules long-
established and confirmed. For getting enchanted 
by the play, spectators have to feel comfortable and 
close to the actors; the salubriousness of the place is 
only the general background of this complex 
network. Acoustics is probably the focal component 
of a good theatre, as it allows the magic of the 
drama to occur: the actors dominate and master the 
public amid words that have to be flawlessly 
received to be effective. Perfect acoustic belongs to 
the place itself and is revealed by the architect and 
is strengthen by the constructor. The bronze vases 
(uasa aerea, Vitruvius, 5.5.1) are technically placed 
to structure acoustic vessel systems, according to 
rules regarding the sound scales studied by 
mathematicians and musicians (ex his 
indagationibus mathematicis rationibus fiant vasa 
aerea pro ratione magnitudinis theatri […]  ratione 
musica ibi conlocentur: “...mathematical 
proportions, depending on the size of the theatre 
[…] disposed therein in musical order”, 5.5.1). 
Pliny the Elder (11.270), speaking about voice5, 

                                                 
3 The English translation of Pliny’s Naturalis historia 
belongs to John Bostock and H. T. Riley (see 
References: 
http://penelope.uchicago.edu/Thayer/E/Roman/Texts/Vit
ruvius/home.html).  
4 Pliny couldn’t pass up a moralising note on the subject: 
„At a still later period, and upon the occasion of no 
public games, Marcellus, the son of Octavia, sister of 
Augustus, during his ædileship, and in the eleventh 
consulship of his uncle […] covered in the Forum with 
awnings, his object being to consult the health of those 
assembled there for the purposes of litigation – a vast 
change, indeed, from the manners prevalent in the days 
of Cato the Censor, who expressed a wish that the Forum 
was paved with nothing else but sharp pointed stones.” 
5 Pliny also includes some general considerations on 
voice, not without relevance when considering the 
dramaturgical performance: „The voice, in man, 
contributes in a great degree to form his physiognomy, 
for we form knowledge of a man before we see him by 
hearing his voice, just as well as if we had seen him with 
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mentions – less technically – the sand (thrown 
down in the orchestra of a theatre), the rough walls 
and empty casks:  

mira praeterea sunt de uoce digna dictu: 
theatrorum in orchestris scobe aut harena 
superiacta deuoratur, item rudi parietum 
circumiectu, doliis etiam inanibus. currit eadem 
recto uel conchatum parietum spatio, quamuis 
leui sono dicta uerba ad alterum caput 
perferens, si nulla inaequalitas impediat. 

Equally important for the success of the 
dramatic representation are the entrances, access 
ways, the porticos, used to retreat from the theatre 
in case of sudden rain showers and, nevertheless, 
suitable for the rehearsals of the chorus (Vitruvius, 
5.9.1): 

post scaenam porticus sunt constituendae, uti 
cum imbres repentini ludos interpellauerint, 
habeat populus quo se recipiat ex theatro 
choragiaque laxamentum habeant ad 
comparandum. 
 People can not become an audience without 
proper access and, nevertheless, only 
throughout an appropriate retreat each spectator 
will return home with a new artistic strength of 
mind. The edifice of the theatre becomes a 
station in the individual journey of every person 
that decides to participate in the spectacle and 
to finally receive a renewed spirit.  

Long established rules of theatre, both as 
building and spectacle, grew concurrently with 
drama itself. Innovations began to occur, as ancient 
sources mention, in ephemeral theatres, vide Pliny 
34.36, on the three thousand statues erected by M. 
Scaurus on the stage of a temporary theatre6. Not 
only statues, but also columns in excess were 
brought to adorn temporary theatres: for some 
decorations meant to last one single month, were 
imported three hundred and sixty columns (36.5)7. 
The most remarkable novelty regarding theatres is 
highlighted in connection to the same Marcus 
Scaurus (36.114-118): for only a few days, were 
executed works considered by Pliny “greatest ever 
been made by the hands of man”. The building of 
this incredible theatre consisted of three storeys, 
supported upon the three hundred and sixty 
columns already mentioned: the ground-storey was 

                                                                              
our eyes. There are as many kinds of voices, too, as there 
are individuals in existence, and each man has his own 
peculiar voice, just as much as his own peculiar 
physiognomy. […] it is the voice that serves to express 
our sentiments.”  
6 M. Scauri aedilitate signorum MMM in scaena tantum 
fuere temporario theatro. 
7 CCCLX columnas M. Scauri aedilitate ad scaenam 
theatri temporari et uix mense uno futuri in usu uiderunt 
portari silentio legum. 

of marble, the second of glass, and the highest of 
gilded wood. The three thousand brazen statues 
were placed between the eight-and-thirty feet high 
columns. Oversized arrangements extended to the 
public: accommodation for eighty thousand 
spectators, twice as the Theatre of Pompeius, 
already considered abundantly large. Ingenious 
devices made this theatre memorable: were erected, 
close together, two theatres built of wood, each 
turning on a pivot, corresponding to two distinct 
spectacles: games in the morning, with the theatres 
being turned back to back, and combats of 
gladiators in the afternoon, with the two theatres 
brought face to face, forming an amphitheatre. 

in aedilitate hic sua fecit opus maximum 
omnium, non temporaria mora, uerum etiam 
aeternitatis destinatione. theatrum hoc fuit; 
scaena ei triplex in altitudinem CCCLX 
columnarum […]. ima pars scaenae e marmore 
fuit, media e uitro, inaudito etiam postea genere 
luxuriae, summa e tabulis inauratis; columnae, 
ut diximus, imae duodequadragenum pedum. 
signa aerea inter columnas, ut indicauimus, 
fuerunt III numero; cauea ipse cepit hominum 
LXXX […]. theatra iuxta duo fecit amplissima 
ligno, cardinum singulorum uersatili suspensa 
libramento, in quibus utrisque antemeridiano 
ludorum spectaculo edito inter sese auersis, ne 
inuicem obstreperent scaenae, repente 
circumactis — ut constat, post primos dies 
etiam sedentibus aliquis —, cornibus in se 
coeuntibus faciebat amphitheatrum 
gladiatorumque proelia edebat, ipsum magis 
auctoritatum populum Romanum circum-
ferens.  

Re-enacting ancient drama in modern times 
is more than a tribute to classical philology: it 
eventually turns into a strong statement regarding 
modern life, philosophy, literature, and politics. In 
Romania of the early 90s, the performance of “An 
Ancient Trilogy” was a huge event, not only for 
bringing back home a prominent personality of the 
Romanian exile – the theatre and opera director 
Andrei Şerban –, but also for offering the public a 
totally new perspective on acting, understanding the 
text, participating the drama mastered by actors that 
sometimes touched or even thwacked the 
spectators, chased them from the first hall to the 
second and finally to the third, in a reverse 
arrangement, with audience sitting on the stage. 

In September 1990, the Trilogy was ready 
for the public: the effect was intense, multiplied by 
the reality outside the theatre, with convulses 
resulting in words and acts, less serene, more brutal 
and vindictive. “An Ancient Trilogy” performed in 
1990 was a mirror of the real world of the city, in 
the perfect garment of the ancient drama.   
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The Impact of the Byzantine Court Ceremonial on the Latin Leaders of 
the First Crusade and Its Reflectionin the Western Chroniclers 

 
 

V l a d    S O F R O N I E
1 

 
Abstract. The study presents the impact of the Byzantine ceremonial on the leaders of the first crusade, 

who met Alexius in his palace of Constantinople and the way the rituals of the court ceremonial were described 
in the Western chronicles. This article also analyzes the importance of that court ceremonial for the future 
relations between the two Christianities. The mistrust in the Greeks and their emperor provided a negative 
perception of the Byzantine protocol in the Western chroniclers. The chroniclers from Western Europe make a 
connection between the habit of welcoming the Latins at the imperial court and the political actions taken by the 
basileus to them. All the political accusations against the Byzantines correspond to the moment when the 
chroniclers try to interpret the rituals of the Byzantine court. The negative reactions of the nobles and the Latin 
chroniclers of the first crusade are essential to decipher the Byzantine-Occidental cultural differences from the 
next century. These critics found their correspondent in the future political and military actions against 
Byzantium. The political and cultural accusations of the Latins against the Byzantines are resumed as they get in 
touch with the Greeks or their interest of conquering Constantinople revives. 

 
Keywords: ceremonial, rituals, proskynesis, Albert of Aachen, Alexius I., Godefroy de Bouillon 
 

Rezumat. Studiul de faţă prezintă impactul ceremonialului de la curtea bizantină asupra nobililor primei 
cruciade primiţi de Alexios în palatul său de la Constantinopol. Metodologia de lucru urmăreşte analiza 
izvoarelor occidentale care se referă la ceremonialul de primire din Bizanţ. Articolul analizează şi impactul 
acestui aspect cultural asupra relaţiilor dintre Imperiul bizantin şi Occident. Neîncrederea în greci şi împăratul 
lor a creat o percepţie negativă a grecilor în sursele apusene. Cronicarii latini fac legătură între modul de 
întâmpinare al nobililor occidentali la curtea imperială şi acţiunile diplomatice ale basileului faţa de ei. 
Acuzaţiile politice făcute la adresa grecilor corespund cu momentul în care, cronicarii încearcă să desluşească 
ritualurile de întâmpinare din Imperiul de Răsărit. Reacţiile negative ale seniorilor apuseni sau ale scriitorilor 
din vestul Europei oferă posibilitatea de a înţelege mai uşor diferenţele culturale dintre Bizanţ şi Occident din 
cursul veacului următor. Aceste critici şi-au găsit corespondentul în viitoarele acţiuni politice şi militare 
îndreptate împotriva Imperiului bizantin. Acuzele culturale şi politice ale latinilor la adresa grecilor sunt 
reînviate doar în momentul când occidentalii ajung în contact cu creştinii răsăriteni şi interesul lor de a cuceri 
Constantinopolul revine în actualitate. 
 
Cuvinte cheie: ceremonial, ritualuri, prosternare, Albert de Aachen, Alexius I., Godefroy de Bouillon 
 

* 
The1 study presents the impact of the 

Byzantine ceremonial on the leaders of the first 
crusade, who met Alexius in his palace of 
Constantinople and the way the rituals of the court 
ceremonial were described in the Western 
chronicles. This article also analyzes the 
importance of that court ceremonial for the future 
relations between the two Christianities. Were 
                                                 
1 PhD in History, Vlad Sofronie, University of 
Bucharest, Faculty of History, 
 e-mail: vladsofronie@hotmail.com  
This work was supported by the strategic grant 
POSDRU/89/1.5/S/62259, Project "Applied social, 
human and political sciences, postdoctoral training and 
postdoctoral fellowships in social, human and political 
sciences", co-financed by the European Social Fund 
within the Sectorial Operational Program Human 
Resources Development 2007-2013. 

cultural differences influencing the hatred of the 
Occident to Byzantium? Was this court ceremonial 
only an excuse used by the Western political factors 
in order to legitimate their aggression? The article 
tries to answer these questions. 

The imperial ceremonial during Alexius 
reign was far more rigorous than in the 10th century, 
but its ideological importance remained the same. 
The background which characterized Alexius’ 
audiences was not as complex as the one stipulated 
by Constantine Porphyrogenitus in De caeremoniis. 
The audience hall in the Blachernae palace was less 
formal than the Chrysotriklinos. The basileus tried 
to adapt the diplomacy and the imperial ceremonial 
to the unusual circumstances represented by the 
passage of ten thousand crusaders on the Byzantine 
territory. When Alexius asked for an oath of fealty 
and tribute from the Latin nobles according to the 
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Western habit, he showed that he was able to adapt 
and even to innovate the diplomacy and the court 
ceremonial (Prior 1984, 111-141). 

The foreign policy of the empire was relying 
on certain manipulation and disinformation 
strategies to achieve its purpose. That perception of 
policy roused the indignation of the Western 
seniors, not accustomed to such maneuvers. Under 
those circumstances the ceremonial proved to the 
Latins only the slimy nature of the Byzantines. The 
Greeks were aware of the confusion created by their 
court ceremonial so they tried to make it more 
accessible to the foreigners, to avoid misunder-
standings and hostile reactions. The hospitality and 
the goodwill of the basileus were factors in favour 
of useful diplomatic exchanges between Greeks and 
Latins (Shepard 1985, 223-244). 

The Western chroniclers of the first crusade 
didn’t present the positive reactions the Latin 
nobles might have had towards the ceremonial. 
They limited themselves to say that the protocols 
were honourable. 

Nevertheless, there is a positive represent-
tation of the Byzantine ceremonial by a Latin 
nobleman of the first crusade. In a letter to his wife, 
Adele of Normandy, Étienne de Blois described the 
reception in Constantinople. His personal im-
pressions are singular as regards the impact of the 
imperial ceremonial on a crusader at the end of the 
11th century. Étienne described the ceremonial in a 
positive way. He was deeply impressed by the 
overwhelming protocol, by the emperor’s hos-
pitality and the gifts received. Étienne mentioned 
that the gifts really impressed him and brought him 
honour. The count of Blois added that the basileus 
treated him as if he were his own son and the gifts 
were the most extraordinary and fabulous he 
received in his whole life (Hagenmayer 1901, 141). 
The fact that Étienne attended the Byzantine 
protocol and wrote only a short while after, renders 
him a more credible source than the other Latin 
chroniclers who reported the events with delay and 
influenced by the growing antipathy and anti-
Byzantine propaganda which ruled most of the time 
the Occident in the 12th century. 

The Western chroniclers of the first crusade 
did not present the positive reaction the court 
ceremonial might have had on the noblemen. They 
just say that there were honourable protocols. The 
description made by Albert of Aachen at the 
reception of Godefroy de Bouillon is far more 
realistic than the one from other sources. Even if 
Albert was a secondary source, his description was 
very realistic and a little more objective than the 
ones from Gesta Francorum, Ralph of Caen, 
Raymond de Aguilers or Guibert de Nogent. 
Albert’s opinion was that the nobility of the 

basileus was reflected in the prestige, consideration 
and honour he showed towards Godefroy during the 
ceremonial. The chronicler points out that the 
crusaders’ leader enjoyed every honours and 
hospitality expected from a Christian sovereign 
(Aachen 1923, 261-262). Albert also mentioned 
that Godefroy had been warned by the controversial 
rituals of the ceremonial, so the duke knew what to 
expect. Godefroy was more reticent towards the 
ceremonial because he was influenced by the 
opinions of the other noblemen regarding the 
duplicity of the Byzantines (Aachen 1923, 263). 
Many knights tried to persuade the duke to avoid 
meeting Alexius, his humiliating ceremonial and 
his deceptive plans (Aachen 1923, 264). Probably 
Godefroy didn’t want to become a vassal of the 
emperor rather than being frightened by the specific 
rituals of the ceremonial. It could be that Godefroy 
mistrusted also the imperial audience and certain 
rituals of the ceremonial. The initial negative 
reaction of the duke had some negative 
consequences. The mutual tension generated a 
spontaneous military conflict with the Byzantines in 
which the Frank was defeated. So Godefroy had no 
other alternative than to go to the imperial 
audience. Despite the defeat he had suffered, the 
Latin was honourably welcomed in the imperial 
palace. This was a sign that Alexius didn’t want to 
impair any further the tight relations between 
Greeks and Latins (Shepard 1985, 233). 

Albert’s account described the meeting of the 
emperor and the crusading nobles. The basileus 
welcomed kindly the Latins and gave every one of 
them the “kiss of peace”. First he gave “the kiss” to 
Godefroy and afterwards to all the members of his 
suite. However, the emperor didn’t stand up to give 
this “kiss” to the crusaders; he just sat on his 
imposing throne during this procession. This ritual 
angered not only the seniors but also the chroniclers 
and many negative reactions followed. No one in 
the West was used to this custom. Albert’s opinion 
was that Godefroy did not knee in front of the 
basileus during the ritual. He just bended his knees 
and after that he got the “kiss of peace” from the 
emperor. Then Alexius embraced every noble from 
the crusaders’ suite according to their rank (Aachen 
1923, 266). The details provided by Albert show 
exactly the development of the imperial protocol. 
The emperor was seated during the procession and 
the “kisses of peace” were given to every Western 
noble according to their hierarchy and importance. 
Albert failed to describe the proskynesis ritual. He 
mentioned that Godefroy bended only his knees but 
this couldn’t have happened (Aachen 1923, 
272).The procedure required to kneel down before 
the emperor and to prostrate yourself completely 
three times to the ground before the basileus. Albert 

https://biblioteca-digitala.ro / https://www.brukenthalmuseum.ro



   

 
14 

 

didn’t want to harm Godefroy’s prestige and that’s 
why he omitted this aspect and didn’t insist too 
much on it. According to the Byzantine custom, 
Alexius proposed to Godefroy his adoption as a 
“son”. It was something normal and honourable for 
a guest to receive such kind of proposal from the 
Byzantine emperor. The basileus used to develop 
family ties with the foreign princes (Aachen 1923, 
273). For Godefroy, it could have only meant the 
increase of his prestige and of the future kingdom 
he was about to found. Albert of Aachen, the Latin 
chronicler, asserted that the Western duke agreed to 
become Alexius vassal (Aachen 1923, 273). This 
proves that the Frank was enthusiastic about the 
reception and the future possibilities he received in 
Constantinople. Albert did not give any details 
about the rituals of the adoption ceremony. 
Probably the Latins weren’t quite familiar with the 
Byzantine fictional “family of princes”, theorized 
by their emperors in the Middle Ages. 

Like every other Western chronicler, Albert 
did not miss the opportunity of describing the 
amazing gifts, offered to the crusaders by Alexius. 
This aspect shows that the wealth of the Byzantine 
Empire had always fascinated the Western 
Christians. Albert enthusiastically listed the gold, 
silver or purple objects and the horses and donkeys 
received by the crusaders from the Byzantines 
(Aachen 1923, 276). 

The imperial audience is described pretty 
positively by Albert but only in order to underline 
the prestige and the honour of the Latin princes. In 
fact everything in his work is centred on the 
crusaders. Every aspect of the ceremonial has as 
main characters the Latins. So, even if his 
description isn’t as radical or negative as those of 
other chroniclers, it is written only in order to praise 
the crusaders and their leaders. So it’s a positive 
description as long as it suits the Western interests. 

In his chronicle Albert insists on the fact that 
Alexios was overwhelmed by Godefroy’s precious 
and splendid clothes. All this eulogy is made to 
underline Godefroy’s greatness. In Albert’s opinion 
the clothing of Godefroy and his suite exceeded by 
far in refinement and splendour those of the 
Byzantines. The Greeks’ clothes were considered 
by Albert as superficial and frivolous, probably 
because they didn’t resemble those worn in 
Western Europe (Aachen 1923, 287). Albert 
thought that Byzantine clothes were meant to divert 
the guest and to mask the treacherous intentions of 
the emperor (Aachen 1923, 288). Since the 
chroniclers of the first crusade were mostly 
members of the clergy it is not surprising that they 
were so critical of the Byzantine ceremonial 
clothes. Those costumes were considered to be too 
heavy and to depart from the Christian morality 

which rejected the display of riches and luxury. The 
references to the imperial costume were scarce 
because most of the chroniclers did not attend the 
imperial audiences (Dagron 2002, 19-35). 

Albert surely introduced in his narration 
fictional elements because he did not participate in 
this expedition. For example, the humiliating 
elements of the ceremonial, such as the proskynesis 
ritual, aren’t deliberately mentioned by the 
chronicler or are adapted through his imagination in 
order not to defame or prejudice, in any way, the 
image of the Latin princes. Albert tried, throughout 
his work to raise the prestige of the crusaders. This 
is obvious from the way he pays attention to the 
gestures and reactions of the Western nobles and 
presents, in detail, all their feelings throughout the 
rituals of the Byzantine imperial ceremonial. 

The omission of certain rituals from the 
imperial ceremonial was made by the Western 
chroniclers in order to keep the honour of the 
crusaders intact. The majority of the chroniclers 
criticize the decisions of the seniors to swear 
loyalty to Alexius. The author of Gesta Francorum 
criticized very harshly the imperial ceremonial, 
seen as shameful and humiliating for the crusaders. 
The whole procession was meant to hurt the honour 
and the prestige of the nobles (Gesta Francorum 
1962, 194). The misunderstanding about Antioch 
made the anonymous author of Gesta Francorum 
underline the perfidy of the Byzantines, who would 
have fooled the crusaders through the imperial 
ceremonial (Gesta Francorum 1962, 196). During 
tensed moments, the diplomacy and the ceremonial 
were harshly criticized by the Western chroniclers. 
The glory and the honour of the crusaders were 
defended with the excuse that they were forced to 
humiliate themselves in front of the Byzantine 
emperor. 

For the Byzantines the “kisses of peace” 
were seen as acts of peace and honourable gestures 
between the two parts. The crusaders found it as 
insulting and perfidious. To stand up in front of the 
emperor was also normal in the Byzantine world. 
Not in the Latin world, where the nobles saw it as 
an act of defiance from the emperor. Another 
dysfunction appeared in the interpretation of the 
gifts ritual. For the Byzantines the gifts symbolized 
the emperor’s wealth, power and authority. For the 
Latins it was a treacherous act and they feared the 
Greeks’ true intentions. Ralph of Caen censured 
Bohemund because he was fooled by the 
Byzantines and the speeches of their emperor. In 
Ralph’s opinion, Bohemund and the Norman 
seniors lost their honour when they accepted 
Alexios poisoned favours and gifts (Caen 1935, 54-
55). The Byzantine clothes were another aspect 
which created misunderstandings between the 
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Greeks and the Latins. The crusaders were shocked 
when they saw the Byzantine costumes during the 
ceremonial. They related the womanish clothes to 
the Greeks’ behaviour on the battlefield. So their 
strange clothes and decadent manners were seen as 
an expression of the Byzantines acting during wars. 
They were considered cowards because they lost 
their virility and that was obvious in the way they 
were dressed (Aguilers 1978, 168; Caen 1935, 47; 
Nogent 1998, 147; Chartres 1970, 286). 

The letters addressed to the crusaders’ 
leaders represented the first contact of the 
Byzantines with the foreign guests. The messages 
to the Western nobles expressed most of the times 
friendship, fraternity, love. This attitude intrigued 
and confused the Latins who questioned the 
sincerity of the emperor. The letters represented the 
symbolic paternity of the Byzantine emperor in “the 
family of princes”, an “organization” which was 
totally unknown for the nobles of the first crusade 
(Dölger 1940, 414). But this “father-function” of 
the basileus did not deprive him of the right to 
respond militarily to the Latin armies. 

The Byzantine diplomacy as well as the 
imperial ceremonial was not understood by the 
Western crusaders. All the actions of the basileus 
were labelled as insincere and exaggerated. This 
supposed hostility was seen as a high betrayal to the 
whole Christianity. The Latin chroniclers 
interpreted Alexius’ favours and gifts as a perfect 
sign of the so feared Byzantine perfidy (Nogent 
1998, 109; Gesta Francorum 1962, 198; Aguilers 
1978, 177). In the imperial ideology, exchanging 
gifts meant creating a bond between the two parties 
which was consecrated by this procedure. The 
completion of the agreement between the 
negotiators should have been finalized through the 
exchanging of the gifts (Guillou 1990, 221). Many 
Western chroniclers perceived them as a way to 
compromise and to darken the clear discernment of 
the Latin seniors. The cliché of the Trojan horse 
from Vergil’s Aeneid was revived by all the 
chroniclers of the first crusade. The Byzantine gifts 
were seen as bribery and a clear intention to corrupt 
the Latins. The specification of the Trojan horse is 
almost a stereotype in the works of the Latin clergy 
(Nogent 1998, 148; Gesta Francorum 1962, 132; 
Aachen 1923, 331; Aguilers 1978, 204). 

The strategy of the Byzantines was harshly 
criticized by the Western chroniclers. But they did 
not comment that Alexius managed only to exploit 
the greed and the weakness of the Western knights. 
Anna Comnena mentioned that the knights of the 
first crusade were all greedy for money and 
treasures (Comnena 1977, 214). Albert of Aachen 
acknowledged that the desire to get rich was so 
high that the crusaders began to compete to be the 

first to reach Constantinople in order to gain more 
gifts from the emperor (Aachen 1923, 302). 
Raymond de Aguilers accused the papal legate that 
he was corrupted by the Byzantines with the 
enormous gifts he accepted from them (Aguilers 
1978, 175). 

The generosity and the goodwill of the 
Byzantine emperors were interpreted as perfidy in 
Western Europe. Orderic Vitalis provided a 
tendentious interpretation by saying that Alexius 
gave money to every crusader in order to find out 
their number and to inform the Turks about the 
enemy they were going to face (Vitalis 1980, 374). 
Raymond blamed Alexius who tried to sign peace 
treaties with his neighbours while his mercenaries 
attacked the crusading army (Aguilers 1978, 212-
215). The emperor’s gestures, during the court 
ceremonial, were seen as suspect and duplicitous by 
the crusaders’ leaders. Robert the Monk and 
Guibert de Nogent greatly criticized Alexius’ 
flattery. They pretended it was a false and 
exaggerated attitude and the emperor was trying 
only to fool and betray the Latin princes (Monk 
1967, 97; Nogent 1998, 154). 

Besides not understanding the Byzantine 
diplomacy, the crusaders felt also affronted by the 
imperial ceremonial. The insults committed by the 
Latins were their justification towards the excessive 
and humiliating rituals during an imperial audience. 
It is possible that they couldn’t understand the 
symbolism and had some poor perception of certain 
rituals. The crusaders saw them as acts which 
compromised their pride, honour and dignity 
(Dagron 2002, 32). They felt only deep indignation 
towards the Byzantine ceremonial. The rigorous 
aspect of the diplomatic moments in Constantinople 
was totally different from the more relaxed 
atmosphere of the Western courts. The elements of 
the ceremonial were considered useless and 
repulsive. Personal and political ambitions were 
underlying those reactions. Such kind of strategy 
could have been used for personal interests. The 
cultural rupture permitted the crusaders to 
transform it into a political weapon against the 
Byzantines. 

The misunderstanding of the Byzantine 
culture and court ceremonial made the Western 
chroniclers react in a negative way to the emperor’s 
gestures. The oath sworn to Alexius by the leaders 
of the first crusade hurt very deeply the pride of the 
Western chroniclers. Guibert de Nogent blamed this 
oath and considered it an eternal disgrace to the 
Latin people. His main discontent was that it had 
been made in front of the Greeks famous for being 
the laziest people in the world (Nogent 1998, 147). 
The oath of allegiance was considered so 
humiliating that the crusaders motivated it as an 
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emergency act, without which they couldn’t have 
continued their expedition. Ralph of Caen and the 
Gesta Francorum criticized the dishonesty of 
Alexius, who cheated the crusaders after they swore 
the vassal oath to him (Caen 1935, 112; Gesta 
Francorum 101-102). The negative reactions of the 
Western chroniclers and nobles of the first crusade 
are essential for understanding the cultural 
differences between the two worlds and the military 
and political actions taken by the Latin world 
against Byzantium during the next century. 

The insolence of the Latins towards the 
imperial ceremonial is well reflected in the case of 
Hugues de Vermandois. Anna Comnena reported 
that the brother of the French king announced his 
arrival in Constantinople in a letter sent with a 
messenger (Comnena 1977, 206-208). Anna was 
shocked because Hugues was writing to the 
basileus in a naughty and superior mood. The 
Frenchman presented himself as the emperor of the 
emperors and pretended to be welcomed with all 
the pomp proper to someone with his high status 
(Comnena 1977, 208). He continued by saying that 
he earned this right from his birth and no one was 
above him (Comnena 1977, 208). Despite reaching 
Dyrrachium in a deplorable mood, hungry and 
dirty, more dead than alive, Alexios offered him a 
highly honourable reception in order to emphasize 
the humiliation of the Latin noble (Comnena 1977, 
209). Other crusaders decided to ignore the rituals 
of the Byzantine ceremonial in order to anger the 
Greeks. But to transgress the ceremonial, the 
participants had to be familiar with it. This 
transgression was a calculated attitude and it turned 
into a political and diplomatic weapon of the 
crusaders. Anna Comnena reported that a French 
noble had the nerve to sit on Alexius’ throne 
pretending that it would have been without dignity 
and honour, even insulting that the great rulers of 
the Occident should stand in front of the emperor 
(Comnena 1977, 212). In Western Europe the ritual 
“of standing” in front of the emperor was 
considered insulting (Duby 1996, 133). But the 
crusaders knew very well the transgression they 
produced by being absent the protocol or most of 
all with one of their nobles sprawling before the 
emperor on his throne. However the Byzantine 
emperor avoided the outbreak of a conflict and 
forgave the insult. He tolerated the affront in order 
to keep peace and not to irritate the spirits further 
(Comnena 1977, 218). 

For diplomatic reasons the Byzantines were 
considerate towards the Latins when it came to the 
imperial ceremonial. Anna Comnena mentioned 
that Alexius showed a great deal of wisdom and 
tact during the meetings with the Western nobles. 
The princess’ opinion was that the basileus knew 

how to handle the Barbarians, by kindness and 
patience (Comnena 1977, 219). Because the 
crusading armies were right at the gates of 
Constantinople, the emperor knew that every 
reprisal against the Latin insolence was actually a 
declaration of war. Furthermore the bumptious 
seniors could have interpreted any reprimand 
gesture of Alexius as a severe violation of their 
diplomatic rights and could have acted violently. So 
the Byzantines didn’t pay any attention to the 
transgressions of the court ceremonial because from 
a diplomatic point of view it couldn’t have 
advantaged them. According to Ralph of Caen, the 
naughtiness of Tancred’s messengers was 
overlooked by the basileus (Caen 1935, 62). 
Probably the emperor wasn’t ready to react against 
such insults because in the ceremonial everything 
was clearly established. The unexpected or acid 
replies of the foreign guests had not been 
anticipated until this moment. 

Despite being more tolerant to the Latins 
than to his subjects, Alexius sometimes reacted 
against the affronts of the crusaders. This happened 
only when the situation allowed him to act. 
Godefroy of Bouillon suffered from Alexius 
punishment. After the duke refused to come and 
meet the emperor and furthermore attacked some 
detachments of his army, Alexius managed to 
defeat clearly and quickly the crusader and forced 
him to fulfil his obligations. The basileus was lately 
accused that he had betrayed Guillaume de Poitou 
in 1101 because the nobleman had been insolent 
towards him (Nogent 1998, 123; Aura 1970, 91). 
The cultural stake could have served as a pretext for 
the Byzantines to explain the weakness of the 
diplomatic process and to skip to retaliations 
against the Latin forces. The relations between the 
Byzantines and the crusaders were conditioned also 
by cultural factors beside the religious, political and 
military ones. 

In conclusion, the Byzantine ceremonial was 
more an excuse for the politically interested West 
because they didn’t make the difference between 
the real world and the imagination which 
characterized this Byzantine ritual. The works 
devoted to study this ritual have tried only a review, 
a description of the ceremonial itself without 
searching for any other causes or interpretation 
which could have explained the meaning of 
different political gestures. The historians’ 
characterization of the Greeks through the famous 
verbal clichés is in direct relation with the 
impression the court ceremonial made upon them. 
This ritual left fear and confusion in the minds of 
the Latin historians. The epithets which 
characterized the Greeks point to us the jealousy 
and fear of the Western Europe society to the 
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Byzantine one. The Latin chroniclers from the 
Middle Ages resorted to the literary works of the 
antiquity to underline the dubious, treacherous and 
evil nature of the Greeks. 

The Western interpretations of the court 
ceremonial blame the Byzantine wealth, spleen-
dour, the ceremonial feminine clothing, the details, 
the jewelleries from the clothing, the specific way a 
foreign ambassador had to follow, the gifts, the 
feasts and the typical forms of address they had to 
observe. The particular ongoing of such a ceremony 
was much too complicated, absurd and hard to 
understand for the Latins. The Byzantine court 
ritual had been rejected by the Western church and 
labelled as a humiliating moment for every foreign 
guest. There was also the impression that this 
ceremonial was used by the Byzantine emperors to 
integrate the Latins in their own orbis. The Western 
chroniclers created a negative, blasphemous, 
hateful and tendentious picture of the Byzantine 
court ceremonial. In their opinion, the rites which 
compose this ritual show the foreigners the 
duplicity, the treacherousness, the falseness, the 
pride, the immorality and the shifty nature of the 
Greeks. The richness, the wealthy palaces, the 
expensive clothes worn by the Byzantines only 
amplifies the anger and the frustration of the 
Western historians. The denigrating epithets which 
characterized the Byzantines point to the inferiority 
complex of the Western Christians, who were still 
living in rural and poor regions away from the 
refined and sophisticated Byzantine Empire. 

The mistrust in the Greeks and their emperor 
provided a negative perception of the Byzantine 
protocol in the Western chroniclers. The chroniclers 
from Western Europe make a connection between 
the habit of welcoming the Latins at the imperial 
court and the political actions taken by the basileus 
to them. All the political accusations against the 
Byzantines correspond to the moment when the 
chroniclers try to interpret the rituals of the 
Byzantine court. The negative reactions of the 
nobles and the Latin chroniclers of the first crusade 
are essential to decipher the Byzantine-Occidental 
cultural differences from the next century. These 
critics found their correspondent in the future 
political and military actions against Byzantium. 
The political and cultural accusations of the Latins 
against the Byzantines are resumed as they get in 
touch with the Greeks or their interest of 
conquering Constantinople revives. 
 
 
 
 
 
 

References 
 

a. Papers in periodical journals: 
Dagron 2002 Dagron G., Réflexions sur le 

ceremonial byzantin. In: Pa-
laeoslavica, 10 (2002), p. 19-
35. 

Dögler 1940 Dögler Franz, Die Familie der 
Könige im Mittelalter. In: 
Historisches Jahrbuch, 60 
(1940), p. 397-420. 

Pryor 1984 Pryor John, The Oaths of the 
Leaders of the First Crusade to 
Emperor Alexius I. Comnenus. 
In: BSAN, 24 (1984), p. 111-
141. 

Shepard 
1985 

Shepard Jonathan, Information, 
disinformation and delay in 
Byzantine diplomacy. In: 
Byzantinische Forschungen, 10 
(1985), p. 223-244. 

  
b. Books: 

Aachen 1923 Aachen, Albert von, Geschichte 
des ersten Kreuzzuges, I. Die 
Eroberung des heiligen Landes, 
II . Das Königreich Jerusalem, 
Jena (1923). 

Aguilers 
1978 

Aguilers, Raymond de, Le 
Liber de Raymond d'Aguilers 
(Raimundes Agilaeus), ed. & tr. 
John Hugh Hill, Paris, 1978. 

Aura 1970 Aura, Ekkehard von, Die 
Chronik des Ekkehard von 
Aura, ed. G.H. Pertz, Darmstadt 
(1970). 

Caen 1935 Caen, Raoul de, Histoire de 
Tancrède, Paris (1935). 

Comnena 
1977 

Comnena Anna, Alexiada, 
Bucharest (1977). 

Duby 1996. Duby Georges, Féodalité, Paris 
(1996). 

Gesta 
Francorum 
1962 

*** Gesta Francorum et 
aliorum Hierosolymitanorum, 
ed. & tr. R. Hill, London 
(1962). 

Guillou 1990 Guillou André, La civilisation 
byzantine, Paris (1990). 

Monk 1967 Monk Robert the, Gesta 
Francorum, ed. Rosalind Hill, 
Oxford (1967). 

Nogent 1998 Nogent Guibert de, Geste de 
Dieu par les Francs, Paris 
(1998). 

Hagenmayer 
1901 

Hagenmayer H., Die Kreuz-
zugsbriefe aus den Jahren 
1088-1100, Innsbruck (1901). 

https://biblioteca-digitala.ro / https://www.brukenthalmuseum.ro



   

 
18 

 

Orderic 
Vitalis 1980 

The ecclesiastical History of 
Orderic Vitalis, IV, ed. 
Marjorie Chibnall, Oxford 
(1980). 

  
c. Chapters in books: 

Chartres 
1970 

Chartre, Fulcher of, Chronicle 
of the first crusade. In: Brian 
Tierney, The Middle Ages. 
Sources of Medieval History, 
vol. I., New York (1970). 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

https://biblioteca-digitala.ro / https://www.brukenthalmuseum.ro



 19 
 

Shakespeare – Between the Literary Canon and Contemporary 
Visual Culture. An apology 

 
 

D a n a    P E R C E C
1 

 
Abstract. The paper starts from a direction supported by cultural studies today, that of reconsidering the 

role and impact of traditional, canonical literary texts on the contemporary public, especially the youth segment, 
insisting on the potential educational value of such approaches. Thus, the paper chooses to discuss one of the 
major names in the literary canon, that of William Shakespeare, and his popularity with the young public today 
due to adaptations. The new Shakespeare includes film, television and cartoons, as well as the more traditional 
medium of print, featuring adaptations of the Bard’s plays and the democratization of his biography.  
 
Keywords: big screen, canon, education, English Literature, fictional biography, manga, media, popular culture 
 

Rezumat. Studiul porneşte de la miza principală a studiilor culturale astăzi, aceea de a reconsidera rolul şi 
impactul pe care îl au operele din canonul literar asupra publicului, mai ales a celui tânăr. Astfel, studiul aduce 
în discuţie un nume din capul listei canonului literar, acela al lui William Shakespeare, aplecându-se asupra 
popularităţii sale în rândul tinerilor, graţie numeroaselor adaptări. Noul Shakespeare cuprinde filme, seriale de 
televiziune, desene şi benzi animate, pe lângă produsele tradiţionale, cărţile. Adaptările vizează deopotrivă 
piesele lui Shakespeare şi biografia democratizată a Bardului.  
 
Cuvinte cheie: biografie imaginară, canon, cultură populară, educaţie, English Literature, manga, marele 
ecran, media.  
 

* 
Introduction. The1 last decade has witnessed a 
remarkable ferment in literary and cultural studies 
in undergraduate, graduate, postgraduate education 
in English. An important role of departments of 
English Literature has been to create interpretations 
of the texts of various historical periods, including 
the present. Teaching cultural history into literature 
extends this tradition by: training students to see 
texts as part of a complex web of historical 
conditions and relationships; teaching major literary 
texts alongside nonfiction, functional texts, and 
public documents; teaching the overlooked works 
of women and writers of colour alongside well-
known authors; teaching comparative texts that 
highlight differences across literature and culture 
alongside the texts of the Western canon; teaching 
film, television, and other storytelling media 
alongside conventional texts. 

The key to progressive educational policy in 
departments of English Literature worldwide today 
is combining the values of canonical literary texts 
with the values of universal access, presenting 
literature as an occasion for education, not merely a 
subject matter. This comes as a result of a complex 
set of relations between critical thinking about 
literature and the politics of education. Secondly, as 

                                                 
1 University Lecturer, West University of Timişoara, The 
Faculty of Letters, History and Theology,   
e-mail: dpercec@litere.uvt.ro 

Ramona Wray points out (2009, 142-159), in the 
context of a newly foregrounded sense of difference 
in the learning environment and in situations where 
fixities of cultural attitudes can still be encountered, 
the teaching of literature plays a valuable role. A 
cultural dimension of such teaching ensures an 
integrated and incremental, gradational approach to 
literature which results in a newly energized 
understanding of a text and a reinvigorated interest 
in the text as a representational medium. Even the 
use of media and media studies in the teaching of 
literature functions pedagogically to return us to the 
text and also to critical perspectives that might be 
either embraced or interrogated.  

The purpose of this paper is to look at the 
benefits of teaching the literary canon via cultural 
products which are marginal, more obscure, and 
more popular. New literary genres, new modes of 
cultural expression and new media can successfully 
interfere with classical texts in order to increase 
their public relevance and popularity especially 
among the younger segment. Therefore, 
Shakespeare’s plays, loosely adapted for the big 
screen and for other media, and the Bard’s real or 
imaginary life, evoked in texts that vary from 
biography, through thriller, to historical romance, 
can be regarded not only as peculiar manifestations 
of popular culture, but also as opportunities to 
further investigate the role of teaching Shakespeare 
in the development of the younger generation’s 
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literacy and the potential diversity of such a 
curriculum.   
 
Teaching literature into culture 

… or vice versa. The development, in the last 
several decades, of cultural history and the 
multidisciplinary area of cultural studies, with all its 
subdivisions, especially new historicism, has had an 
unprecedented effect on the reception (and current 
rendering) of artistic domains, works, and social, 
historical phenomena that used to be observed 
separately, in a conservative manner and 
aesthetic/hermeneutic key. Despite sustained 
criticism of the new developments as vague and 
reductionist (Vickers, 1993), this approach has 
proved especially rewarding when it comes to the 
revisitation of the Renaissance. This has been an 
area that proved itself the most susceptible to this 
new direction in the mainstream Anglo-American 
discourse, with its best literary creations and major 
historical data. The early modernity is now 
regarded in terms of both texts and contexts. Here, 
the focus lies on the interest in the production of 
culture. In this flexible methodological network, the 
cultural act can be perceived holistically, in a long-
term macro-perspective, or in isolation, in a micro-
perspective. Though both directions have enjoyed 
the attention of 20th century scholars, 21st century 
critical thinking prefers a view on cultural products 
in terms of cultural fragmentation, rather than as 
results of a compact process of creation, 
dissemination and consumption (as pointed out by 
Paul Hamilton, 1996).  

In a cultural approach, the identity of cultural 
forms is given by the interdependence of all 
productions. They are defined in connection with 
other cultural forms, of the same genre or not, of 
the same value or not, of the same period or not 
(Milner, 2002). Consequently, the literary text can 
be equally regarded as an elitist emanation and as a 
democratized product. From the critical perspective 
of culture, literature finds itself in between the 
aesthetic and the experiential, its main goal being to 
find the perfect balance between the complexity of 
life and the unity of art, between the timelessness 
and universality of the canon and the subjective 
response of isolated reading groups. Another 
specific feature of cultural studies in what concerns 
the criticism of literature is the effacement of the 
author – as a creative, autonomous personality, with 
obvious agency – in favour of an investigation of 
the institutional and material conditions which 
ensured the development of a literary text. This 
approach is especially rewarding for plays – the 
case of the Elizabethan theatre – which can be thus 
regarded in a manner closer to film productions 
than to isolated bodies of literary work. A film is 

never the creation of a single person, but the result 
of the collaborative effort of directors, producers, 
actors, script writers, critics, spectators etc. 
Similarly, a Tudor comedy was a piece of collective 
work, with one or more playwrights, a troop of 
actors, a playhouse manager, a patron, and a public 
imposing their own tastes. Even in its written form, 
the comedy is not the result of individual work, but 
the joint effort of editors, critics, translators, or 
biographers. The text is decentralized, relativized, 
dispersed. This stance transforms the text from a 
stable entity, firmly positioned in a hierarchy, into a 
flexible, fluid piece.  

The traditional evaluation of the literary 
canon is no longer at work in cultural studies, 
which read highbrow prose, poetry and drama 
alongside anonymous diaries, marginal manifestos, 
obscure medical treatises, and unrecorded 
pamphlets. This correlation is validated by the fact 
that these are all the productions of the same 
historical moment, that is, they were all occasioned 
by the same non-literary circumstances. The same 
play, then, can be at the top of elitist evaluations, 
because of the authority conveyed by its author, or 
it can fall in a sub-cultural niche, if read through the 
lens of a marginal ideology. This enables 
contemporary readers of Shakespeare to view him 
both as the “sweet swan of Avon” – as Ben Jonson 
called him in the 17th century, and as “a black 
woman”. Maya Angelou thinks that African-
American women can identify themselves in 
Shakespeare’s texts, especially in his Sonnet XXIX, 
where the poet laments his status of an outcast and 
the humiliation it entails: 

When, in disgrace with fortune and men's 
eyes, 

I all alone beweep my outcast state  
And trouble deaf heaven with my bootless 

cries 
And look upon myself and curse my fate, 
Wishing me like to one more rich in hope,  
Featured like him, like him with friends 

possess’d, 
Desiring this man's art and that man's 

scope,  
With what I most enjoy contented least; 
(Shakespeare, 2007, Sonnet XXIX)  

The English Renaissance drama suits the 
description that cultural studies give the non-elitist, 
popular productions: the plays had an oral 
component, they were the result of improvisation 
and cooperation between several individuals, 
suffered numerous alterations after the initial draft, 
depended heavily on the material circumstances on 
the moment, being often commissioned by patrons 
who paid for plays to promote their own image. The 
men who wrote for the Globe, the Rose, the Swan, 
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the Fortune, or the Red Bull were under a 
continuous pressure: the performances were never 
repeated during the same season, and they were 
very frequent. So, playwrights had to write a lot, 
very fast, and easy to remember. This could be 
achieved almost exclusively by means of 
teamwork, in pairs or groups of three, four, and 
sometimes five. Once the text was finished, the 
company took it and staged it, owning it 
completely. The plays were written to be 
performed, so their authors gave them an ephemeral 
shape, which was to last for one performance only. 
Since authorship was not considered, very few 
Elizabethan plays were published then. To give 
only one example, although Thomas Heywood 
wrote more than 200 plays, most of them in 
cooperation with other playwrights, only 20 
received a printed form in the 17th century. 
Shakespeare’s own plays were put together by 
editors, decades after his death, collected from 
manuscripts, actors’ notes, and other playwrights’ 
transcripts or copies.    

Even if the famous names of the English 
Elizabethan stage are William Shakespeare, 
Christopher Marlowe, or Ben Jonson, the list of 
Tudor playwrights is very long. Among them, there 
are actors, soldiers, students, poets, adventurers, 
poachers, spies, convicts, rich and poor men, 
provincials, noblemen under cover: Francis 
Beaumont, Thomas Dekker, John Fletcher, Robert 
Greene, Thomas Kyd, John Lyly, John Marston, 
Philip Massinger, Thomas Middleton, George 
Peele, John Webster, and at least 80 more. Their 
plays record better than any authentic document the 
lived experience of the Tudor age. Without such 
cultural notions as events, places, people, fashions, 
economic sectors, institutions, practices, and 
stereotypes, a full understanding of Elizabethan 
literature would be virtually impossible. From the 
new historicist perspective, Shakespeare’s texts 
provide valuable data about what it was like to be 
an Englishman (or an Englishwoman, for that 
matter) in the 16th century, what the English nation 
thought about themselves and others, how England 
gradually grew into an economic, social, and 
political model for the entire Europe. The 
exceptional character of Shakespeare’s plays 
reflects the exceptional destiny of England in the 
16th century, the writing on England being at stake 
in all important early modern writers from Edmund 
Spenser to Shakespeare.  
 
Shakespeare adapted in the new visual culture 

Since the beginning of the 20th century, 
Shakespeare has become a great attraction in the 
most influential medium – the big screen. It started 
with a short motion picture at the Paris exhibition in 

1900 with Sarah Bernhardt as Hamlet. It continued 
with the great Metro-Goldwin-Mayer tradition of 
the 50s and 60s, with colourful and spectacular 
adaptations of all the important tragedies and 
comedies, enjoying the cast of all the great actors 
and actresses of the period. In the 90s it turned into 
a “Bard Boom” with adaptations that are the more 
successful the more remote they are from the Folio, 
with Romeo and Juliet in contemporary Florida, 
Othello in a Bronx backyard, Hamlet in a Matrix-
like décor, The Taming of the Shrew in today’s 
British Parliament or, alternatively, in an American 
college. These replicas, loosely connected to the 
original Shakespearean plot, are the spin-offs. For 
more than a decade, they are also a tangible proof 
of Shakespeare’s keen nose for juicy plotlines and 
democratic approach to culture.  

The spin-offs revolving around the motif of 
sports and athletic competitions seem to dominate 
this rather new genre, a proof of the importance of 
sports in the every-day lives of the contemporary 
general public, sports having a much greater impact 
on the masses than any other form of pop art, 
including music and the cinema industry (Jackson, 
2000).  

It is, then, perhaps appropriate that a number 
of contemporary play-wrights and film directors 
have used sports (activities involving physical 
exertion and skills), to frame their theatrical 
adaptations. On the stage, the motif of sports has 
been used on several occasions in the 1990s and 
2000s (Lester, 2008). 

Considering how prominent sports are in 
North American educational institutions, 
advertising, and popular culture, it is not surprising 
that modern adaptations have found expression 
through sports.  

The two films to be analyzed in this paper are 
teenager spin-offs, which adapt Shakespeare’s plays 
Othello and Twelfth Night to current pop culture, 
making the Bard still appealing to the young 
generation of today. The conflicts of O (2001, 
directed by Tim Blake Nelson) and She’s the Man 
(2006, directed by Andy Fickman) are presented 
under the guise of sports competitions in the world 
of soccer/football and basketball respectively, with 
the basketball court and the football pitch becoming 
new battlefields, where contemporary adolescents 
have to prove their social and survival skills. 

Being considered two of the sports that lie at 
the core of the American culture and lifestyle, both 
basketball and football have been included in 
school curricula as a “social device for steering the 
young into the main-stream of American life by 
teaching ‘appropriate’ attitudes, values, norms and 
behaviour patterns’’ (Thompson 1978, 84). Such 
“appropriate’’ attitudes and values have been 
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identified by sports theoreticians (Josephson, 2008) 
to be trustworthiness, respect, responsibility, 
fairness and standing for a positive role model, 
which together represent the true spirit of 
‘sportsman-ship’ that will be further developed in 
the adolescent’s later life.  

As the title suggests, She’s the Man looks at 
the much-discussed issue of ‘girl power’, being 
centred on gender stereotypes and on the socially 
constructed ideals of masculinity and femininity, 
setting to prove a hypothesis that has been 
constantly denied by mainstream patriarchal 
thinking, who considered it disquieting and 
subversive – i.e. that women are actually able to 
compete against men as their equals. The films 
opens with a group of girls playing soccer on a 
beach – suggesting a relaxed atmosphere, but 
simultaneously conveying a more serious message, 
about the girls breaking into a male-dominated 
world (football). Quite predictably, the girls’ joint 
efforts are ridiculed and their athletic skills are not 
properly appreciated. 

On the other hand, O deals with a more 
serious and aggressive, male-to-male competition, 
focusing on the protagonists’ endeavours to display 
a series of features that make up the stereotypical 
masculine identity kit: success, power and control. 
Throughout the film, they strive to appear 
physically strong, in charge of every situation, 
famous and popular among girl-peers. The opening 
scenes feature some doves while the soundtrack of 
Verdi’s Otello is playing, setting a serious tone for 
the movie to begin, but also, probably, hinting at 
the Columbine shootings that occurred in 1999 
(Rosenberg, 2003), when the movie was initially 
programmed to be released, with the doves acting 
as an embodiment of the high school’s Latin name. 
O tells the stories of Hugo, whose father is the 
coach of the basketball team, and of Odin James, 
the only black teammate. The original Desdemona 
becomes Desi, the Dean’s daughter, while Michael 
Cassio is Odin’s right-hand on the basketball court. 
Hugo’s elaborate plan ends in the deaths of Desi, 
Roger (the rich boy who also loves Desi), Emily, 
and Odin’s suicide, while he himself is taken to 
prison.  

Apart from the most conspicuous medium, 
which is the big screen, Shakespeare’s appeal to the 
young public is doubled by his presence in 
cartoons. There are, first of all, the grand 
productions in Disney style, which, though not 
directly inspired from Shakespeare’s plays, make 
references to the Bard’s work via plotline, character 
names and relations. This strategy, working as an 
intertextual reference, has a potential to enhance the 
value of the product in the eyes of the viewers. 
References to Shakespeare in a cartoon movie carry 

elitist implications parents and children may 
recognize and appreciate, while the implicit 
message of the film can be that of a promising 
educational or aesthetic advancement. Examples are 
to be found in the most famous Disney productions. 
Casual Shakespearean name dropping occurs in 
Aladdin, where the Princess’s mean pet parrot is 
called Iago. A more complex case appears in The 
Little Mermaid, where the heroine, called Ariel, 
prepares the audience for a story about a father-
daughter relationship similar to the one featured by 
Shakespeare’s late romance, The Tempest. The 
mermaid’s father, a wise, kingly magician, tries to 
keep his beloved daughter away from the dangerous 
world of humans, but ends up being content with 
Ariel’s choice to love and marry a handsome 
prince. The Lion King presents a plot which bears 
numerous resemblances to Hamlet: a son who 
strives to be worthy of his father’s memory and 
avenge his death, an evil uncle who murders his 
brother, the king, and usurps the throne whose 
rightful heir is the young lion, his nephew etc. 

A handy example in the world of 
Shakespearean adaptations for the cartoon medium 
is the popular Shakespeare: The Animated Tales 
series, presented in the 1990s. Commissioned by 
the BBC, each episode was a half-hour adaptation 
of a Shakespearean play, targeted mainly at 
children and teenagers but working, in general, as 
simplified versions of the original Shakespearean 
text. The project was endorsed by important names 
in both film industry and Shakespeare criticism and 
expertise. Thus, one of the voices of the male 
characters was offered by Hugh Grant, while the 
American version of the series, broadcast on HBO, 
was hosted by Robin Williams. Secondly, the script 
followed the Shakespearean lines and language, this 
endeavour being orchestrated with the help of 
Stanley Wells, the celebrated Shakespeare scholar, 
as academic consultant.  

A third example of cartoon adaptations of 
Shakespeare is the manga. Initially a Japanese 
product, the intensification of visual culture caused 
the export of manga worldwide, with specific 
graphic features and cultural references. Manga is 
developed in both the print medium (as comic 
strips) and in the visual, big screen medium (as 
cartoons, the anime, to use the Japanese term). 
Initially created mainly for entertainment, versions 
of manga, such as Manga Shakespeare, enjoyed 
enough popularity to become a vehicle of 
education, being even included in the school 
curriculum in some Asian countries (Hayley, 2010, 
278). The distinguishing features of manga include: 
the physical features of characters (big eyes, perfect 
hair, feminized characters, long limbs), the 
presence of chibi (a deformed character, with 

https://biblioteca-digitala.ro / https://www.brukenthalmuseum.ro



   

 
23 

 

stylized features), a focus on sensibility and 
exhibited emotions, a simplistic narrative flow, 
covert, encoded sexual references, etc (Şerban 
2012, 283-4). 

Manga Shakespeare is based on the original 
text, adapted both lexically and socio-culturally, 
with departures from the Renaissance story which 
are less dramatic than in the case of movie spin-
offs. The lines are Shakespearean, but abridged, the 
cuts occurring where the comic format could carry 
the story visually. The abridged version of the text 
is meant to fit the standard 208-page format of the 
paperback book. Moreover, characters and settings 
are more endowed to the contemporary culture than 
to early modern English realities. The 
contemporary culture depicted by mangas combines 
elements of Japanese mentality and traditions, with 
western features, resulting in a globalized product, 
in which urban landscapes, teenage culture, 
representatives of institutions, interpersonal 
relations are recognizable by the public worldwide.  

While traditional, Japanese manga is 
designed in black and white, with the text reading 
from right to left (in the print version, from the end 
of the book to the beginning), the British manga 
may be in colour and the text reads from left to 
right. The aims of both, according to their designers 
and producers, are to make Shakespeare accessible 
to “kids”, via a medium of increased popularity. 
British versions of manga already include plays like 
Romeo and Juliet, Hamlet, The Tempest, Richard 
III,  being endorsed by the celebrated graphic novel 
designer Self Made Hero. Romeo and Juliet is set in 
modern-day Japan, with a love story set against the 
backdrop of rising violence in the streets of Tokyo. 
This violence is suggested by the clanking sounds 
of samurai swords, which the main characters are 
crossing. Hamlet is set in the cyberworld of year 
2017, after global warming has devastated the 
planet. The Prince of Denmark’s famous soliloquy 
is preserved, the best known lines being featured, 
while the more obscure ones are skipped, for the 
sake of brevity. 

 The Shakespeare based anime is a 
subgenre, bearing most of the visual features of the 
manga, while, in terms of script, resembling more 
the peculiarities of the spin-off. Characters wear 
contemporary costumes, live in a modern world and 
speak modern English. The effect is sometimes 
comic because of the juxtaposition of elements of 
contemporary culture and elements of the original 
Shakespearean plot. Sometimes, Shakespeare 
himself is featured as a character among the Bard’s 
famous fictional creations, as it happens in the 
anime version of Romeo and Juliet.  

 
  

Shakespeare – a man of all times 
The Anglo-American film industry and 

literary production of the past two decades have 
directed the general public’s attention to the 
English 16th century, with its theatre, stage 
personalities, and the reign of the Tudors. Some 
examples would range from the Academy Award-
winning films Shakespeare in Love (1998), 
dedicated to Shakespeare’s youth, the Elizabeth 
series in grand Hollywood style (Elizabeth, 1998, 
Elizabeth: The Golden Age, 2007), through 
adaptations and spin-offs of Shakespeare’s best 
known plays (as seen in the previous sub-chapter), 
to novels fictionalizing the biographies of Tudor 
monarchs (Philippa Gregory’s Tudor court series, 
including The Other Boleyn Girl, 2002, adapted for 
BBC television in 2003 and for the big screen in 
2008). The most recent example is the BBC 
broadcast (The Tudors, 2007-2010), a romanced 
biography of King Henry VIII. Many of these 
productions are also known to the Romanian 
general public through translations (two of Philippa 
Gregory’s novels are included in Polirom’s 
literature collections) and TV broadcasts (The 
Tudors, featuring, in 2010 and 2011, on two 
Romanian channels).    

What can be noticed in the fashion for this 
sub-genre, be it in print or cinema, is a process of 
democratizing the biographies of important 
personalities and the policies and values of an 
important period. The resulting products also 
contribute to an effective recontextualization of the 
cultural history of early modernity. For Shekhar 
Kapur, the film director of Elizabeth: The Golden 
Age (2007), all history is fiction and interpretation, 
while for Jonathan Rhys-Meyers, twice Golden 
Globe nominee for the leading part in The Tudors 
series (King Henry VIII), a successful biography is 
one that escapes the formal temptation of being a 
history treatise. 

The fashion of reporting, inventing or re-
inventing Shakespeare’s biography is as old as the 
Bard myth itself and the cult created around the 
English playwright’s figure, commonly known as 
Bardolatry. In the 17th century, after Shakespeare’s 
death, Will’s work enjoyed little attention. But then, 
after a century of oblivion and neglect, the 
Enlightenment brought about a first “Bard Boom.” 
Paradoxically, criticism and education as we have 
them today are more indebted to the 18th century 
reception of Shakespeare than to the Renaissance, 
with its passion for theatrical representations. In the 
1700s, numerous political and cultural bodies claim 
Shakespeare as a personality of all times. The 
Shakespeare’s ladies Club vows to rescue the 
admirable Bard and sponsor a campaign to promote 
the life and work of a man of quality, as well as 
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support the erection of Shakespeare’s first statue 
(Dobson 1994, 147). The Patriots’ group, also an 
18th century coalition, militates for the promotion of 
an incorruptible poet, who did not write for sordid 
gain. Similarly, a political agenda is employed by 
the Anti-Galician Society, in the 1750s, whose 
main purpose is to oppose the pressure exerted by 
the culture and prestige of the insidious French 
nation (Dobson 1994, 200), with the help of 
Shakespeare’s English vein. The 19th century 
witnessed the birth of important Shakespeare 
societies not only in Britain but in Europe as well, 
Germany’s Deutsche Shakespeare Gesellschaft 
being the most conspicuous example. Shakespeare 
jubilees, at Stratford, the Bard’s native town, also 
become an established and esteemed tradition. 
Shakespeare is taught in schools and, during World 
War I, Shakespeare hymns and prayers are sung by 
British children (Alexander, Wells 2000, 104). 

In a similar note, Shakespeare’s biographies 
have been classical examples of Bardolatry, 
romantic projections of an idealized embodiment of 
English culture, reverential illustrations of a 
genius’s life and work. However, the recent trend, 
caused by the impact of cultural studies on the 
reception and promotion of the literary canon, is 
that of replacing the genius with the common man 
and shifting the focus from an exclusive 
documentation on Shakespeare to one that includes 
his famous, infamous and obscure contemporaries. 
In print, an early example is Erica Jong’s 1997 
novel Serenissima (or Shylock’s Daughter). The 
book is a partially autobiographical piece of fiction, 
stemming from Erica Jong’s own fascination with 
the city of Venice and her admiration for authors 
who had written about Venice – Byron, James, or 
Shakespeare. The novel begins in the atmosphere of 
the Venice Film Festival where Jessica Pruitt, a 
famous American actress, is serving as the 
Festival’s only female judge. Although her agent 
urges her to return to her career in Hollywood, 
Jessica plans to stay on in the city she has loved 
since childhood, enthralled by the intrigue and 
cruelty of the Venetian setting. When she falls ill, 
Jessica goes back in time, to the 16th century, 
identifying herself with her namesake in 
Shakespeare’s play The Merchant of Venice, as 
announced by the novel’s subtitle.  

Venice is visited by two Englishmen – a fair-
haired courtier, speaking perfect Italian, and an 
auburn-haired, brown-eyed young man, wearing a 
single earring. She sees the former during the 
costumed procession on the streets of today’s 
Venice, “wearing the garb of a patrician 
Elizabethan: a lace collar with blackwork that rises 
at the back as if it had not quite made up its mind 
whether or not to become a ruff; a peasecod 

doublet; full, loose breeches of the sort the English 
called ‘venetians’; flesh-coloured hose; and shoes 
of a pale natural colour” (p. 65). She takes a first 
glimpse of the latter when she gets lost on the alley, 
his stiff collar, single pearl earring and very 
appearance from the window of a late Renaissance 
house being in perfect harmony with the ancient 
surroundings. The former turns out to be the Earl of 
Southampton, the fair youth in Shakespeare’s 
sonnets. The latter is to be Shakespeare himself, 
accompanying his lover during a trip to Italy.  An 
avid consumer of Shakespeare’s verse, a 
consummate actress playing all the great female 
Shakespearean roles since her high school days, 
arriving in Venice for the premiere of a 
Shakespearean adaptation, film star Jessica Pruitt 
imagines herself the third party in the mysterious 
ménage à trios described by the sonnets – the dark 
lady, one of the Bard’s first muses.  

Due to the presence of Will Shake-scene and 
Harry, Lord S., Erica Jong’s Venetian novel 
acquires yet another dimension. It becomes a 
Shakespearean reappropriation, in which a moment 
from the Bard’s biography (his alleged affair with 
the young earl) and a dilemma often invoked by 
Shakespearean critics and anti-Stratfordians 
(whether the modest glove-maker’s son could have 
travelled on the Continent so extensively and  could 
know the Italian language, Italian customs and 
geography so well) is explained imaginatively. In 
Jong’s vision, young Will consummates his affair 
with the English nobleman abroad, gets in touch 
with the Jewish community (something he couldn’t 
have done at home, where no Jews had lived since 
the 13th century) in the Venetian ghetto, learns 
Italian (in which his lover is already fluent), feels at 
ease for a while (since the people populating the 
streets of Venice are not, after all, very different 
from his London audiences: cooks, boatmen, 
prostitutes, inn-keepers, well-off merchants, shop-
keepers, buffoons), and then starts to grow 
homesick. 

This parallel, underground biography of the 
English playwright is written in a language that 
combines the poetry of Shakespeare’s verse and 
Jong’s own imaginative coinages. Erica Jong writes 
wonderfully in the language of the past, evocative 
and sometimes bawdy, capturing its rhythm and 
vocabulary while adding a modern twist: “Milady, 
you are welcome hither”, he says. “Shall we attend 
my friend?” Startled, and yet not startled at all (it is 
only as if I have gone from the twentieth-century 
wings onto the Elizabethan stage and begun 
speaking Shakespearean English), I answer, “And 
who, pray, is your friend, Sirrah?” “Why, Master 
Shake-scene, the upstart crow, the great – or soon 
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to be great – Will Shakespeare. A wanton lad who 
prizes wenches but slights not lads.” (p. 66) 

One of the most famous recent biographies of 
Shakespeare is Anthony Burgess’ (Shakespeare 
1994). In his usual manner of demolishing myths, 
Burgess claims that Will from Stratford is as far 
from his statue in the Poets’ Corner, in Westminster 
Abbey, as Marlowe or Ben Jonson are from 
Shakespeare himself. Most clichés that have been 
solidly installed in the Shakespearean canon are 
dismissed with humour and wit, the literature on the 
Bard’s genius being presented as “naïve” and the 
classical biographies of the curly-haired youth with 
a large forehead, “ridiculous”. We are all tired of 
admiring Shakespeare’s skill of using syllables and 
verse or the modernity of his philosophy as we are 
tired of identifying a man of flesh and blood with 
Hamlet’s ghost, claims Burgess in a light-hearted 
iconoclastic fictional documentary. Therefore, if we 
were to choose between two unexpected 
discoveries, an unknown play by Shakespeare or 
Will’s laundry list, we would probably go for the 
dirty underwear. 

This makes Burgess, unlike standard 
biographers, assume that Will must have had – at 
least! – gonorrhea a couple of times in his life. In 
the same spirit, Burgess will convincingly prove 
that no one can make Shakespeare a patriot (a glory 
of English chauvinism, as he puts it) just because he 
was allegedly born on Saint George’s day;  or that 
he was far from an exemplar of family virtue for the 
simple reason – that everybody knows but 
everybody ignores – that he left his family and 
children at home for an adventurous life in 
London’s most dubious area, the Southbank; or that 
those who made Shakespeare a champion of Puritan 
values forgot that the Puritans closed down theatres 
like that of Will Shakespeare because they were 
outrageously immoral. And, as if those shocks were 
not enough, Burgess demolishes the classical image 
of the Bard – the Swan of Avon being, in his old 
age, a mighty Prospero burying his books on a 
splendidly exotic island – and depicts him as a 
lanky Autolycus – a rascal in The Winter’s Tale 
who wanders about Bohemia singing and bragging 
about his career as a thief, describing himself as a 
“snapper-up of unconsidered trifles” (p.153). 

A similarly iconoclastic example is Robert 
Nye’s biography (2000). The Late Mr. Shakespeare 
begins not with the tale of Shakespeare’s life but 
with the story of eighty-year-old Pickleherring. The 
old man, who lives above a brothel, spends his days 
working on his biography of Shakespeare based on 
material he claims he collected as a member of the 
playwright’s acting troupe. Subsequent chapters 
simultaneously relate the story of Shakespeare’s life 
according the biographer, Pickleherring’s boyhood 

playing Shakespeare’s female roles, and the old 
man’s present friendship with a young prostitute. 
Because the historical Shakespeare is a virtually 
unknown person, versions of his life have borne a 
seed of truth or have been sheer fabrications. Nye 
tries to take both sides. Through the eyes of 
Pickleherring, the author questions the true identity 
of Shakespeare’s mother, whether Shakespeare’s 
father was the model for Falstaff, why the 
playwright may have been imprisoned, and the 
mysterious origins of the Dark Lady of the sonnets. 

On the big screen, Shakespeare’s 
democratized figure has taken two shapes. One 
comes with the now famous Shakespeare in Love 
(1998), which was responsible for the revival of 
Shakespeare’s popularity with the young segment 
of the viewing (and reading) public, as well as with 
the overwhelming number of Shakespearean 
adaptations and spin-offs. With 13 Oscar 
nominations and the title of the best movie of the 
year, Shakespeare in Love forced press and film 
critics to admit that, after four hundred years of 
being only the best writer, Shakespeare has finally 
turned into a nice guy and a superstar. Hollywood 
experts wrote that “Shakespeare, after all, is a 
natural draw for moviegoers. He wrote what movie 
land calls ‘straight line’ stories with beguiling 
beginnings, mercurial middles and emphatic ends, 
ranging from touching, 10-Kleenex romantic 
comedies to corpse-littered tragedies with enough 
blood and guts to sate Quentin Tarantino. He wrote 
juicy parts, big and small, to satisfy the fussiest 
megastars. And he had a keen nose for box-office 
trends” (Holden 1999, 19) or that “Shakespeare was 
a pop phenomenon in his own age. Now, thanks to 
our modern media, he’s becoming the real king of 
pop he always was.” (Kroll 1999, 49). 

The second example of Shakespeare on the 
big screen is the recent Anonymous (2011), a film 
inspired by the theories of the anti-Stratfordian 
movement, according to which “Shakespeare”, the 
author of The Complete Works, was not Will from 
Stratford, a man of modest birth and education, who 
travelled very little, moved in low circles and, 
therefore, could hardly produce a literature of such 
force, intellectual background and refinement. 
According to the anti-Stratfordians, the man who 
had travelled, spoke French and Greek fluently and 
knew all the intricacies of court life could only be 
an aristocrat, the most likely candidate being 
Edward de Vere, Earl of Oxford, related by 
marriage to Queen Elizabeth’s closest advisor and 
friend, Sir William Cecil. In the film, the earl – also 
the Queen’s illegitimate, secret son – is a child 
prodigy, a wronged courtier and a misunderstood 
artist, who writes in iambic pentameter with the 
same ease with which others write a shopping list. 
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Conversely, Will Shakespeare is the closest to his 
depiction by a University Wit, in the 16th century, 
jealous of his rival’s success. Robert Greene, who 
had a Bachelor’s Degree from Cambridge and was 
admired as a poet at court, complained that 
Shakespeare was nothing but an “upstart crow”. 
Faithful to this label, film director Roland 
Emmerich features an almost illiterate actor, with 
little talent on the stage and even less force in his 
plume, a greedy braggart, who buys himself a coat 
of arms and a family tree with the money received 
from de Vere, in exchange for his name and silence.  

However, despite the scandalous plot, the 
film received little acclaim from critics. The 
Observer, for example, notes that: “A dozen years 
ago in his delightful jeu d’esprit Shakespeare in 
Love, Tom Stoppard wove a beguiling, 
knowledgeable comedy around the Elizabethan 
theatre and the writing of Romeo and Juliet. 
Anonymous is a shoddy, witless companion piece, a 
crude costume drama at the service of the theory 
that Edward de Vere, Earl of Oxford, was the real 
author of Shakespeare’s work, a nutty thesis largely 
associated with an early 20th-century Tyneside 
clergyman with the glorious name of John Thomas 
Looney” (p. 1). New York Times goes even further, 
stating that: “Anonymous […] is a vulgar prank on 
the English literary tradition, a travesty of British 
history and a brutal insult to the human 
imagination. Apart from that, it’s not bad.” (p. 1) 
 
Conclusions 
 Classical adaptations or spin-offs, faithful 
or far-fetched variations of Shakespeare’s life and 
work, huge box office successes or less critically 
acclaimed productions, all these contemporary 
manifestations and phenomena, apart from their 
popularity, have an intrinsic educational value. 
Thus, by appealing to the taste and value system of 
the youth segment, they inform the public, inviting 
them to discover more and attempting to shape their 
aesthetic horizon. This makes popular culture in 
general an empowered medium, as is broadens the 
audience for elitist, canonical culture and for 
Shakespeare in particular. 

Finally, and referring to both the issue of 
teaching literature (the institution of Eng. Lit in 
particular, as discussed in the Introduction) and to 
the critique of theories outside the literary text as 
such, scholars are mainly divided in two categories: 
an idealized view of teaching literature into the 21st 
century, and a practical one, which we may regard 
as a form of open-minded scepticism. From the 
category of idealists, there is cultural studies 
scholar Antony Easthope (2005, 25): „For teachers, 
the question becomes a matter of how readings of 
the past can be offered as a corrective to living in a 

fragmented, reified world”. A somewhat similar 
position is adopted by Shakespearean scholar 
Catherine Belsey (2001, 190): „one of the virtues of 
great literary texts is that they make available 
definitions and redefinitions which make it possible 
to reinterpret a [past] world we have taken for 
granted.” Professor of Eng.Lit G.B. Shand, as if 
taking his cue from Catherine Belsey (2009, 157) 
argues that: „By scrutinizing definitions of the past 
and arriving at redefinitions, students can arrive at a 
consciousness about their own society and their 
own position/role in it. [This is] the facilitative 
context of the place of learning for the emergence 
of new forms of interpretation that can boast a 
significant cultural purchase”. In the category of 
open-minded sceptics, postcolonial critic Ania 
Loomba writes that: „What can we achieve through 
such a pedagogy [teaching history, politics, and 
society in relationship with authors of the literary 
canon and with literature in general]: a deeper 
understanding of the authors and their world, or a 
greater engagement with our own?” (2002, 160), 
while professor of Eng. Lit Paul Skrebels points out 
that: „We can never transcend our own historical 
situation. The past is not something which 
confronts us as if it were a historical object, but is 
something we construct from already written texts 
of all kinds which we construe in line with our 
particular historical concerns. Thus, new 
historicism [and relates disciplines] would seem to 
have more to offer the teacher of literature if the 
shift in emphasis moves away from analyzing past 
cultures through plays, popular songs, legal 
documents iconography, travellers’ tales, etc, to 
examining aspects of our own culture and the way 
its texts are constantly shaped out of a reading of 
the past” (1997, 94). 

Reconciling those camps, Edward Said writes 
that “Criticism should be opposed to every form of 
domination and abuse; its social goals are 
noncoercive knowledge produced in the interest of 
human freedom. […] The critic’s job is to open 
theory up toward historical reality, society, human 
needs and interests, to point out those concrete 
instances drawn from everyday reality that lie 
outside or just beyond the interpretive area 
necessarily designated in advance and thereafter 
circumscribed by every theory” (1983, 242). 

In other words, what is at stake in the 
project of teaching Eng. Lit is creating interpretive 
models vs. erecting walls around literary theory that 
may become critical dogma. The solution, as the 
paper is trying to suggest, is keeping an open mind 
for the future of literature in the academe. 
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Auxiliary Sciences of History and Historical Interpretation 
 
 

E u g e n     S T A N C U
1 

 
Motto: “The best method has the value of the person who uses it”2 

(Nicolae Iorga) 
 

Abstract. The emergence of the auxiliary sciences of history should be related with the 
professionalization of historical studies in the 19th century, although their origin could be traced back to the 
work of antiquaries from the 16th century. In Romania, this field was conceived as a way to provide 
methodological training and developed with the rise of universities. However, given recent developments in the 
historical studies, auxiliary sciences could not fully meet the needs of the historian. In this context, the 
methodological training conferred by the auxiliary sciences should be supplemented with an interdisciplinary 
theoretical and methodological approach that would comprise especially insights from the social sciences and 
humanities. 
 
Keywords: auxiliary sciences of history, methodology, historical studies 
 

Rezumat. Apariţia ştiinţelor auxiliare ale istoriei trebuie legată de profesionalizarea studiilor istorice în 
secolul al XIX-lea, cu toate că originea lor poate fi identificată în activitatea anticarilor începând cu sec al XVI-
lea. În România, această disciplină menită să ofere o pregătire metodologică s-a dezvoltat odată cu apariţia 
universităţilor. Totuşi, având în vedere evoluţiile recente la nivelul studiilor istorice, ştiinţele auxiliare nu mai 
răspund pe deplin nevoilor istoricului. În acest context, pregatirea metodologică dată de ele trebuie suplimentată 
cu o abordare teoretico-metodologică interdisciplinară care să cuprindă îndeosebi abordări din ştiinţele sociale şi 
umane. 

 
Cuvinte cheie: ştiinţe auxiliare ale istoriei, metodologie, studii istorice 
 

* 
The12professionalization of history in the 19th 

century Germany, followed by its spread in 
numerous European countries and universities as 
well as the scientific status that the discipline 
acquired, also meant the development of a complex 
methodological framework needed to explore the 
historical sources and objectively reconstruct the 
past. The auxiliary sciences of history, domain that 
was defined as such by the Austrian historian and 
palaeographer Teodor Sickel in the second half of 
the 19th century (Ciucă 2008, 9) became part of the 
skill-set of the trained historian. However, auxiliary 
sciences of history were not an invention of the 19th 
century “classical historicism” (Iggers 1997) but 
were developed between the 16th and 19th centuries 
as part of the antiquarian scholarship that flourished 
at that time in Western Europe. Initially, what is 
nowadays known as auxiliary sciences of history 
were methods used in order to classify and evaluate 
old texts, monuments and various types of historical 
relics (Graham Parry 2007; Ritter, 1986). 

                                                 
1 PhD in History, Eugen Stancu, Faculty of History, 
University of Bucharest,  
e-mail: eugen.stancu@gmail.com 
2 Nicolae Iorga, Generalităţi cu privire la studiile 
istorice, Polirom, Iaşi (1999), p. 190. 

In the 18th century when it was still 
fashionable, the antiquarianism provided strong 
arguments to refute the historical scepticism of the 
illuminists i.e. the thought that a reliable knowledge 
about the past was not possible. Moreover, the 
illuminist thinkers such as Montesquieu, Voltaire or 
Hume considered that the study of the past was 
useful only in case it was related and relevant for 
the present and rejected the investigation of the past 
for its own sake. But 19th century German 
historicism, whose main figure was Leopold von 
Ranke, changed this perspective and sought to 
articulate a scientific status for history. Within this 
context, Ranke defined the mission of history in the 
following words: “history has had assigned to it the 
office of judging the past and of instructing the 
account for the benefit of future ages. To show high 
office the present work does not presume; it seeks 
only to show what actually happened” (Ranke 
1915, vii). 

Ranke’s history had a clear ideological role in 
supporting the Prussian state which was the main 
reference of his writings. As Iggers puts it, “for 
Ranke, very much as for Hegel, the history of the 
modern world revealed the solidity of the political 
and social institutions of Restoration Prussia, in 
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which civic liberty and private property existed and 
prospered under the aegis of a strong monarchy and 
an enlightened civil service” (Iggers 1997, 26). In 
order to promote an objective reconstruction of the 
past, Ranke introduced at Berlin University the 
seminar in which future historians were trained to 
critically examine and interpret the historical 
sources. This organization of the historical training 
and research in universities as well as the scientific 
epistemological status that history got in the 19th 
century fostered the development and articulation 
of the auxiliary sciences of history as a complex 
methodological instrument that would help the 
historian in his “scientific” endeavour.  

From the 19th century classical historicist 
period up to the present, the means of writing and 
conceiving history has tremendously diversified. 
Moreover, the so called auxiliary sciences of 
history are not of primary use for the research as it 
was the case in Ranke’s period. However, in many 
Romanian university history departments, the 
auxiliary sciences of history are part of the 
curricula, the methodological training that students 
usually receive in the first years. In this article I 
intend to outline this disciplinary framework for the 
Romanian case and, without intending to 
downgrade the role that auxiliary sciences of 
history have in the professional training of 
historians, I shall put forward that for a proper 
methodological introduction, aligned with the last 
century developments of the historical studies, 
‘auxiliary sciences’ should be supplemented with 
theoretical and methodological insights from the 
social sciences and humanities.  

In the second half of the 19th century, 
universities having history departments were set up 
in Iassy (1860), Bucharest (1864), Cluj (1872) and 
Czernowitz (1875). The auxiliary sciences of 
history became, from the beginning, a central 
element of the historical training offered to students 
and a crucial prerequisite for the historical research. 
Dimitrie Onciul that was trained in Vienna, then 
became professor at the University of Bucharest 
and director of the Romanian National Archives 
was a historian known from his interest in the 
auxiliary sciences of history. One of his pupils, the 
mediaevalist Ilie Minea spread at the University of 
Iassy the teachings of his mentor. The development 
of the auxiliary sciences of history in Romania 
could be also related with the historian Nicolae 
Iorga. The setting up of the communist regime after 
the Second World War meant a new phase for the 
Romanian auxiliary sciences of history. In the 
period of historical materialism, when history 
primarily served ideological commandments, the 
auxiliary sciences of history became a refuge for 
some historians that were not eager to write history 

according to the Communist Party ideological 
norms. A case in point is the historian Aurelian 
Sacerdoţeanu. Besides his medievalist academic 
works, he developed an expertise in archivistics and 
other auxiliary sciences of history. This 
methodological oriented scholarly tradition 
continued after 1989.  

In a recent university textbook published at 
Bucharest University Press, the auxiliary sciences 
of history are defined primarily as means of 
decoding the historical sources which could be 
found in archives, libraries and museums. Thus, 
according to Marcel Ciucă, the author of the 
textbook, this disciplinary stream comprises “all 
sciences that highlight the historical information 
existent in various documents and that could be 
helpful for writing history” (Ciucă 2008, 10). The 
auxiliary sciences of history were considered a 
crucial methodological asset for the ‘historical 
science’ (Edroiu 1992). However, in order to be 
translated into historical prose and eventually 
historical truth, the sources should be deciphered. 
As the etymology of the term suggests, the sources 
would spring from historical events, so that their 
proper understanding is the precondition for writing 
a ‘truthful’ history.  

The domain of auxiliary sciences of history is 
a complex one and its understanding presupposes, 
first of all, an understanding of the taxonomy of 
these sciences and sub-sciences, which is a dynamic 
one, since new elements could be always added to 
the list. Marcel Ciucă, whose definition of the 
auxiliary sciences of history I mentioned before, 
divides them in two large categories: major and 
minor auxiliary sciences. The first category would 
include philology, geography, demography, law, 
sociology, ethnography and statistics, while the 
category of  minor auxiliary sciences would refer - 
although is not a limited list - to archivistic, 
palaeography, diplomatic, graphology, bibliology, 
codicology, cartography, museology, epigraphy, 
vexilology, chronology, genealogy, sigillography, 
heraldry and numismatics.  

Auxiliary sciences of history are a rather 
large domain, or it could be even larger so as to 
embrace everything. In an article published in 
Revista arhivelor, Aurelian Sacerdoţeanu maintains 
that in fact all sciences that address the issue of the 
human culture repertoire are ancillary sciences of 
history (Sacerdoţeanu 1966, 23). By giving history 
the ‘rerum scientiarum’ position, Sacerdoţeanu 
condescendingly refers to all humanities and social 
sciences, implying that their findings ultimately 
would assist the historical investigation. Indeed, if 
we start from the definition that history is the 
science that studies all aspects of the human life, it 
means that any science whose results and methods 
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the historians use, is ancillary to history. Is a 
favourable hierarchy for history, but from another 
disciplinary perspective, history could be also 
auxiliary for researchers in philology, sociology or 
anthropology. 

Without doubt, the skills and assets provided 
by the auxiliary sciences of history are crucial and 
should be apprehended by any professional 
historian. Still the methodological training that a 
young historian receives in university should be 
enlarged in order to correspond with the present 
state of historical studies. National history, which 
was dominant in the 19th century, is not the only 
history written nowadays. This traditional parading 
has been challenged by the various orientations of 
the ‘new history’ (Burke 2001). However, the 
diversification of historical focus presupposes the 
use of a multiplicity of sources that might range 
from literature and oral history to various visual 
materials. Within the context of the diversification 
of historical studies, the training of a historian 
should be expanded towards the social sciences and 
humanities. The thematic, methodological and 
discursive convergence between historiography and 
the social sciences has already been demonstrated 
by Peter Burke in a seminal book (Burke 1993). 

Auxiliary sciences of history as they were 
developed since the 16th century by antiquarians, 
does not provide methodological solutions for a 
history that is concerned virtually with every 
human activity and could not provide interpretative 
insights related to all the sources that a historian 
could use. Interestingly enough, some of the 
Romanian historians that pioneered the 
development of the auxiliary sciences of history, 
have also pointed out in their works issues that are 
more consistent with the recent theoretical and 
methodological debates in historical studies, than 
with a rather technical exploration of the sources as 
the auxiliary sciences would suggest. 

For instance, the matter of situating a history 
source is an essential one. No document was ever 
issued for the use of historians. This is a common 
fact, but the problem of situating a source, before 
interpreting and using it for the reconstruction of 
the past, has been developed by Nicolae Iorga who 
argued that the purpose of a document is never to 
tell the historian a truth, but as he put it “to sustain 
an interest”. Moreover, he added that “even when 
the documents were not made to sustain an interest, 
they were written in an atmosphere permeated by 
interests from whom the author could not escape” 
(Iorga 1999, 248). Therefore, a total objectivity 
would not be possible, because the historian cannot 
escape the influence and ideological contamination 
from his sources.  Moreover, the fact that 
deciphering and interpreting take place in the 

present, imply another filter that could never be 
exceeded. This would apply to all types of 
historical sources. A historian which analyzes 
images faces the same problem. Cultural history has 
demonstrated that images should not be taken as 
mirrors of the reality that could simply be translated 
into words (Burke, 2001). 

To proper situate a historical source is a 
crucial methodological matter, a prerequisite for 
historical interpretation. The Romanian historians 
that were mentioned in relation with the 
consolidation and development of the auxiliary 
sciences of history in the first half of the 20th 
century, have also put forward ideas that would be 
consistent with the current debates in historical 
studies. Within this framework, the question how 
historical knowledge is possible is a crucial one. 
Nicolae Iorga considered that an answer would be 
the psychological understanding of a historical 
situation, the understanding of the spirit of that 
time. It is about an interpretation of the sources 
using what Iorga considered to be the “intimate 
sense” which is a personal quality which differs 
from person to person but “help the historian find a 
historical truth” (Iorga, 191).  

Therefore, it is obvious that the inter-
pretation of the sources require more that the 
auxiliary sciences of history. Ion Minea has 
elaborated on the phases of producing a historical 
discourse. He considered history a science that uses 
various sources, such as chronicles, memoirs or 
archival documents. The first phase would consist 
in deciphering the material, its arrangement and 
classification so that it could be interpreted (Minea 
1939, 48). It is clear that this is the moment where 
the mission of the auxiliary sciences of history 
ends. 

The critical evaluation of the historical 
sources could be learned, but for interpretation, the 
historian would use numerous subjective elements. 
Ion Minea explained that the historical 
interpretation contains hypothesis which are 
elements whose elaborations “has the same status 
as the artistic inventions”. Ion Minea does not open 
a discussion whether the narrative or the structure 
of the historical discourse is an adequate vehicle for 
historical reconstruction. He refers solely to the 
articulation of a hypothesis which is the essence of 
the problem oriented history and represents a rather 
subjective part of the historiography productions. 
As he put it, it is governed by “talent and the good 
sense”. (Minea 1939, 48) 

Indeed, it could be stated that historical 
reconstruction maintains a high degree of 
subjectivity. Referring to the emplotment process as 
Hayden White would name it (White 1973), Minea 
formulated a rhetorical question pertaining to 

https://biblioteca-digitala.ro / https://www.brukenthalmuseum.ro



   

 
32 

 

historian’s craft, “how could we reconstruct the 
history of the voievods based on their faces full of 
piety and devotion that are painted in churches?” 
Indeed, there might be cases when a historian 
dispose only of such images from the past and 
should reconstruct a whole story. But when the 
historians have more data, the historical 
reconstruction might be impeded by the 
overwhelming quantity of documentary archival 
material and by the illusion of the historical truth. 
The question is whether the auxiliary sciences of 
history could constitute a sufficient metho-
dological instrument to assist the historian in the 
interpretation process. As they were conceived in 
the 19th century, the auxiliary sciences of history 
could not fulfil the task. However, the 
methodological findings of the social sciences and 
the humanities suggest that the auxiliary sciences of 
history could be supplemented to a theoretical and 
methodological toolbox from which the historian 
could choose and take the best instruments suited 
for the problem addressed and the sources explored.
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The Tale of a Sick Widow. An Important Contribution to the 
Development of the Good Emperor’s Myth in the Transylvanian Area 

 
 

I o a n   C r i s t i n e l     R O M A N – N E G O I
] 

A n c a   E l i s a b e t a     T A T A Y
2 

 
Abstract. The deeds of the “Good Emperor” Joseph II (1741-1790) of the Habsburg Dynasty were 

famous both during his time and afterwards. In this respect a conclusive proof is the story A Sick Widow, 
accompanied by the illustration engraved in metal from Genealogy of the Emperors and Kings from all over 
Europe. Calendar [Genealogia împăraţilor şi crailor din toată Europa. Calendariu] of Buda published in 1817. 
Both the story and the engraving emphasize the permanent care the Emperor granted to his subjects being 
guided by the ideas of the enlightened despotism: everything for the people, but nothing through the people.  

 
Keywords: Joseph II, historical story, Good Emperor, reform, Buda, old Romanian book 
 

Rezumat. Faptele “bunului împărat” Iosif al II-lea (1741-1790) din dinastia Habsburgică au fost intens 
mediatizate, atât în epoca sa, cât şi ulterior. O dovadă concludentă în această privinţă o reprezintă şi povestirea 
intitulată O văduvă bolnavă, însoţită de o sugestivă ilustraţie gravată în metal, din Genealogia împăraţilor şi 
crailor din toată Europa. Calendariu de la Buda din 1817. Atât textul povestirii cât şi felul în care este 
concepută gravura evidenţiază grija permanentă pe care o acordă împăratul supuşilor săi, călăuzit fiind de 
concepţia absolutismului luminat: totul pentru popor, dar nimic prin popor. 
 
Cuvinte cheie: Iosif al II-lea, povestire istorică, bunul împărat, reforme, Buda, carte românească veche 
 

* 
Through12the complex ruling and reforms made 

by Joseph II (1741-1790) the historical folk 
literature exceeded the frames of 100 years and the 
numerous writings dedicated to him stimulated the 
production of this literary segment in attempting to 
grasp the general traits.  

A rather thorough bibliography refers to the 
age of the Austrian reformism at the present. Even 
the mere enumeration of literary and folk writings, 
of historical novels, studies and articles which treat 
of this topic would comprise tens of writings. An 
approach to the time of the Emperor’s rule still 
proves to be an inexhaustible topic owing to both 
its complexity and to the controversial character of 
his measures which made him very popular, not 
only during his lifetime, but also afterwards. The 
retrospection on the great trends, Enlightenment, 
Romanticism or Positivism, records Joseph II and 
his age as constant presence of the literary exercise 
with historical character, differentiated through the 
importance of the fields of interest or of the 
building patterns of the portraits, as a rule 
associated with the political backgrounds or 
moments. The most outstanding reforming perso-
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Library, Cluj Napoca, e-mail: ancatatai@yahoo.com 

nality of the House of the Holy Roman Empire in 
the conscience of many peoples from the Habsburg 
Empire3, associated with the Golden Age, Emperor 
Joseph II held, from the representatives of the 
Romanian Enlightenment of Transylvania (Şincai 
1969) to the authors of the 21st century, an 
important position, explicable through the hopes the 
élites of the 18th century set on the expectation of 
changes. Later on, through the popularity and 
charisma that pursued him beyond the borders of 
his age, the topic Joseph II contributed to creating 
new historical, folk and literary productions.  

The approach to the topic Joseph II can be 
accomplished at the present time from the position 
of a complex literature which we place from 
general to particular. Therefore the literature that 
deals with Joseph II includes plain stories or 
accounts about his life and journeys, literary 
epitaphs which came out after his death, short 
stories or historical novels; biographical writings or 
memories about the Emperor, his family members 
and politicians he cooperated with during his 
coregency and reign. These writings make up 

                                                 
3 See for the Romanian area: Iorga, 1969; Teodor, 1970; 
Teodor, 1980; Teodor, 1984; Bocşan, 1986; Mârza, 
1987; Prodan, 1998; Popovici, 1945; Blaga, 1966; Duţu, 
1968; Duţu, 1972; Duţu, 1978; Munteanu, 1971; 
Munteanu, 1974; Anghelescu, 1971; Papadima, 1975; 
Stanciu, 2007. 
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important guide marks referring to the way in 
which the public opinion intercepted and had 
reference, throughout the time, to the personality of 
this symbol of the Enlightenment and to the 
complex measures of reformation he adopted 
during his time. 

Approaching to a formula of binomial 
political history – cultural history, meant to 
thoroughly cover the emblematic domains (state, 
diplomacy, reformism, society, church, education, 
economy) the aforementioned writings reveal the 
role and directions of action of the Habsburg 
Dynasty during the century of changes and the echo 
of these measures within the European nations. In 
order to illustrate these ideas we will refer to only a 
few literary works which treat of Emperor Joseph 
II. 

Since his birth, Joseph II drew the attention 
of the public opinion, a fact mirrored in the writings 
of that time. The issue of dynastic succession to the 
throne of the Habsburg Empire, against the 
background of the wars with Prussia was definitely 
cleared up.  

There were also a few problems during his 
co-regency. The most important one was the open 
conflict between the Empress and her son. That 
conflict played an important role in the Emperor’s 
reforming actions, comparable with diverse 
influences and opinions which he was responsive 
to. The major differences derived from the different 
ways in which they saw the problems of the 
Empire, being partly a conflict between the old 
Baroque generation and the one bred in the spirit of 
the Enlightenment. These dissensions sometimes 
led to taking extreme stands on the part of Joseph 
and also of his mother. Feeling himself restricted in 
his actions by a prudent mother, Joseph decided to 
travel in France, Italy and about the Empire in order 
to know better the social and political realities of 
Europe and particularly those of his own state. 
Maria Theresa also entrusted him, in his quality of 
inheritor, with the interaction of the large family of 
the Habsburgs. In this respect, the way in which he 
involved in the problems of the Royal family of 
France is an edifying example, a problem which the 
court of Vienna was highly preoccupied with, as 
Marie Antoinette, the Empress’ daughter and 
Joseph’s sister, had married Louis XVI. The young 
queen had real problems of adapting to the new 
cultural and social requirements, a fact which 
finally would create conjugal tensions and an 
unfavourable image of the Habsburg princess in 
France4.  

                                                 
4 Joseph II wanted to come to France long ago. He was 
impatient of meeting King Louis XVI and wanted his 
support in the conflict with Bavaria. He was eager to 

During his visit in France, Joseph came in a 
direct contact with the intellectuals of the 
Enlightenment and with the new economic ideas 
which would influence him decisively in the 
following period of time. He also permanently 
corresponded with Maria Theresa, Leopold, 
Kaunitz and other acquaintances about past events 
and in his position of a “high imperial official”, sent 
reports to different state bodies suggesting ways of 
improving the existent situation. These reports 
would be essential during his rule because they 
made up an important source of the measures he 
had taken. The tension within the imperial court 
was also noticed by his contemporaries, who 
loyally conveyed the atmosphere which had existed 
before the Empress’ death. One of the descriptions 
belongs to Johann Kaspar Riesbeck, a fine observer 
of the political atmosphere of 1780. His 
impressions were published under the form of 
numbered letters, addressed to his brother, under 
pseudonym, as not to attract the attention of the 
Secret Police, although he had carried on his 
activity in Vienna for several years as an actor and 
political writer. His information about the situation 
at the court is presented in letter no. 24, which 
suggestively describes the groups that were 
confronting with one another and the matters they 
were disputing.  

“In order to form a just opinion on the ruling 
here – Vienna – as it really is, three parties which 
are different from one another must be taken into 
account. The first and the strongest one is that of 
the Empress’. Beside the main person, namely the 
Empress, it includes cardinal Migazy, archbishop of 
Vienna, some monks, especially Capuchin ones, 
and some pious old ladies fawning upon the 
Empress, imitating even her mourning clothes. This 

                                                                              
come in touch with the atmosphere of the Versailles and 
to discover Paris, which was then considered to be the 
most important city of Europe. The event occurred in 
1777 and it was not accidental, as the tension in the 
French Royal family was publicly known. The 
ambassador in Paris of the Holy Roman Empire, Earl 
Argenteau, periodically informed the Empress about 
Marie Antoinette’s “improper” behaviour and Joseph 
was sent with a clear mission of improving the state of 
affairs. The Emperor arrived in Paris in April 19, 1777 
and in order to keep his liberty of action he found 
accommodation at a modest inn in the city, under the 
pseudonym Count Falkenstein, which roused sympathy 
among the Parisians, giving birth to a lot of anecdotal 
stories about his conduct. He succeeded in gaining the 
confidence of King Louis XVI and in helping the royal 
couple to settle their conjugal conflicts. On 30th May 
1777 he left Paris, but he would come back to France in 
1781 as an Emperor with full powers, when they 
organized festivities in his honour. For Joseph’s 
impressions of the French society see Arneth 1866. 
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group dealt with moral matters, with interdiction of 
books, with sending away dangerous scholars and 
preachers, with promoting the hypocrites and 
maintaining the monarchy under the influence of 
the Pope, as well as with the persecution of the new 
fashionable philosophy. The majority of old 
nobility, whose privileges were closely connected 
to the church, supported that party. The second 
party was that of the Emperor’s. This one was 
permanently in conflict with the former. It was 
interested in improving legislation, promoting 
agriculture, trade and industry, in restricting the 
nobility in their groundless rights, in protecting the 
poor people from the oppression of the upper 
classes, in short, it dealt with everything that the 
mighty of the world could do. These two parties 
that were openly at enmity used to carry on 
negotiations through the agency of the third one, 
which was led by prince Kaunitz, one of the 
greatest statesman of our time. He got into the 
Empress’ and her son’s good graces owing to the 
merits gained through his services rendered for the 
Imperial House and therefore he deserved to 
mediate between the two” (Riesbeck, Collini 1783; 
Culegere 1973, p. 62-63). 

The interest in the reign and personality of 
Joseph II, obvious since his contemporaneousness, 
was similar to that of his mother’s5. Since 1790, 
when the Emperor died, we have made use of the 
first writings with encomiastic character which are 
to open an iconographic corridor that will benefit 
by the historians’ constant exercise throughout the 
time. In this respect we mention Johann Pezzl’s 
book, Charakteristik Joseph II. Eine historisch-
biographische Skizze (Pezzl 1790), which grasps 
Joseph’s true image, as it was outlined by his 
contemporaries. The Positivism of the 19th century 
approached to this theme by publishing literary and 
historical monographs in Austria and Germany. In 
this respect, it is worth mentioning Adam Wolf’s 
and Haus von Zwiedineck-Südenhorst’s Österreich 
unter Maria Theresia, Joseph II und Leopold II 
(1740-1792) which treats of the political matters of 
the Empire from the foreign affairs to the great 
reforms which the Sovereigns involved in (Wolf, 
Zwiedineck-Südenhorst 1884, 232-255). For the 
topic Joseph II the paper allows access to the show 
of audiences granted by the Emperor, another major 
element that intensified the process of mythicizing. 

A brief analysis in the German, French and 
Anglo-Saxon cultural areas lead to an obvious 

                                                 
5 An illustrative biography on this theme is represented 
by Arneth, 1863-1879. It is based on a huge volume of 
new archive data, investigated by the historians who 
focused their attention on Joseph II. In this respect see 
the study signed by Beales, 1975. 

conclusion, namely that starting with the second 
half of the 19th century up to the present time, there 
went the round of these countries an interesting 
historical novel Joseph II and his Court by Luise 
Mühlbach, which through its complexity gathers all 
this folk literature. 

The historical novel, Joseph II and his Court 
(Mühlbach 1856-1857), was published in German 
between 1856 and 1857 in 3 volumes which 
consisted in 6 distinctive parts. Being a real 
success, it was translated by Adelaide de V. 
Chaudron, and printed in the United States in 1864 
(Mühlbach 1864) by S. H. Goetzel6. Likewise, in 
the German space, the novel had a great success, a 
fact which enabled the publication of some other 
works written by Mühlbach7. The essential 
difference between the two editions was that in the 
American one the book was published in 4 
volumes, but the structure of the novel was 
preserved.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Joseph II and his Court was to become the 

most frequently published historical novel 
belonging to the German writer8. Thus from 1857 to 

                                                 
6 S. H. Goetzel was an Austrian citizen who settled in the 
USA. See information on his publicistic activity in: 
Baker, 2010. 
7 For Luise Mühlbach’s success in the U.S.A., see Hart 
1963, Pochmann 1957, 346-350. 
8 Tebbel 1975, 200-2006. The novel was then published 
in 1867 by another publishing house in very good 
graphic conditions. This work was the basis of the 
majority of the American editions from the 19th century 
and was to be published by William Worth Appleton, an 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Fig.1 A Sick Widow. In: Genealogy of 
the Emperors and Kings from  all over 

Europe. Calendar,  Buda,1817. 
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2010, 153 editions9 are known to have come out, 
most of them on the American10 and German11 
space. 

The historical novel directed the interest of 
the public opinion to the concrete importance of the 
place, time and social conditions in which the 
events took place, creating means of expressions 
specific to and necessary for building up the myth 
of the Good Emperor. 

In the category of literature that published 
documentary sources in the late 19th century, the 
merit belonged to the Austrian author Alfred Ritter 
von Arneth, who revealed the corresponddence of 
the members of the imperial family, particularly of 
Joseph II, thus, placing at the disposal of the 
foreign historiographies an important work 
instrument, which allows varied analyses of the 
aspects and problems from the time of the 
Habsburg Empire. The correspondence between 
Joseph and his mother came out at Vienna in 1867 
(Arneth 1867) and was organized in 3 volumes – 
vol. I (1761-1772), vol. II (1773-1778 July), vol. 3 
(August 1778-1780), which contain 590 letters, of 
which 402 belonged to Maria Theresa and her son. 
The correspondence points to a wide range of 
matters, all of them referring to the state and its 
benefits: the economic, military and religious ones, 
the state inner organization or foreign affairs. The 
work also includes several of Joseph’s letters to his 
brother, Leopold, that is, 188 letters which have a 
more personal note, being more detached from the 
state matters. 

Within the Transylvanian area, a part of these 
writings circulated by the agency of Calendars 
edited in Buda’s Typography. Starting with 1806 in 
the capital of Hungary a lot of Romanian Calendars 
come out, being supervised by Samuil Micu, 
Gheorghe Şincai, Petru Maior, Zaharia Carcalechi, 
Ioan Teodorovici, Ştefan P. Niagoe a.s.o. (Tomescu 
1957, 52-53, 66-78; Răduică, Răduică, 1981, 204-
216). They were very popular and increased the 
income of the tipography (Veress 1932, 610), 
playing an important cultural and educative role 
among the Romanians from Transylvania (and not 
only). In this respect, Mircea Tomescu called them 
“the first publications which announced the dawns 
of a new tendency in the Romanian culture” 
(Tomescu 1957, 87). 

The first Calendar Zaharia Carcalechi (editor 
and seller of the Romanian books printed in Buda – 
                                                                              
important editor who contracted 20 novels of the 
authoress. 
9 Information from Wordcat, 2012. 
10 The work was edited in U.S.A. in different years: 
1893, 1898, 1901, 2002, 2005, 2006, 2008, 2010. 
11 The work was edited in Germany in different years: 
1860, 1868, 1893, 1923, 2008, 2010. 

Veress, 1932, 603; Berényi 2000, 52; Stoide 2005, 
248; Creţu 1979, 170-171) dealt with, was entitled 
Genealogy of the Emperors and Kings from all over 
Europe. Calendar [Genealogia împăraţilor şi 
crailor din toată Europa. Calendariu]. Its two 
editions (the Romanian and the Greek ones) came 
out in 1817 in Buda. Besides the calendar matters, 
chronology, genealogy, the Romanians’ post and 
market days, it also comprised anecdotes, fables, 
tales and parables accompanied by engravings. 
Among them, the Romanian version also contains 
the historical story entitled A Sick Widow 
accompanied by a metal engraving. We will further 
debate on the content of this story as well as on the 
message the story and the illustration send.  

The historical story entitled A Sick Widow 
which is presented in the Calendar for the year 
1817 has the following summary. A sad little boy 
was begging in a suburb of Vienna. At one time 
there comes “a gentleman famous for his strolls, 
unknown to anyone” who seeing the child is 
strongly impressed by his grief and starts to talk 
with him. The boy tells the stranger how they came 
to that unhappy state of affairs. Not long ago, he 
and his family used to live in a pretty big house. 
One day, his father came home and told his family 
that they had lost all their fortune and soon after 
that “he died seized with grief”. Reduced to 
beggary and a widow, the boy’s mother had to look 
after her younger son, to work for other people, 
while the elder son, who was begging at that 
moment, was entrusted to the care of a friend of his 
father’s.  

“I could understand that my father was in 
debt to a merchant and he was not able to discharge 
it which brought misfortune to us” he added. The 
night before, the boy’s mother fell sick and so he 
went begging in order to help her, but he could not 
get any money until he met that gentleman who 
inspired him with confidence and kindness. The 
child felt ashamed that he had to beg, and he also 
felt miserable because of his unhappy condition, 
feelings that were very well conveyed by the 
narrator: “the tears were shadding his cheeks like 
some crystal drops, getting togheter like two water 
springs under his chin, fear being read on his face 
while he was compassionately sighing”. All these 
impressed the charitable passer-by, who gave 
money to the boy to call for the doctor. In the 
meanwhile, he himself entered the shabby room and 
visited the sick woman lying on bed, together with 
her younger son, helpless when faced with such a 
drama. The woman also told the stranger about 
what she had endured, not knowing that the 
gentleman had already been informed. He asked for 
paper pretending to write a recipe for the woman 
and after that he went away. Presently the elder son 
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came home very happy and told his mother that he 
had met a charitable man who gave him money to 
call for a doctor, who was to arrive soon. The 
woman was astonished to hear that and told her son 
that she had just been visited by a doctor who wrote 
prescriptions for her, but when she looked at the 
paper she could see that “on that paper there was 
written an order of the Emperor that the widow 
should get a sum of money for living, out of his 
own fortune…Besides that, Joseph thought of the 
children too, ensured them good breeding and, 
when they grew up, he offered them high dignities”. 
In the end of the story the sovereign’s incomparable 
generosity is underlined again: “That’s how the 
eternal Joseph saved the family, made poor through 
someone else’s fault, shared his goods with his 
subjects and took care of many people” 
(Genealogia 1817, 91-101). 

The illustration A Sick Widow presents the 
moment when the Emperor, disguised as an 
ordinary man, is sitting at the table in the woman’s 
room and is writing the recipe (actually the 
document which made the woman the owner of an 
important amount of money, which was to provide 
her decent livelihood). It is well-known that the 
Good Emperor used to travel incognito about the 
Empire in order to know better its secrets and to 
contribute to the welfare of its inhabitants. One of 
his pseudonyms was Graff von Falkenstein.  

The scene takes place in a modest room 
where “there was a rotten table, an old wardrobe, a 
shabby bed”, two chairs and a stool. The Emperor 
is easy to recognize particularly after his 
appearance: he has a wide forehead, with his hair 
arranged in a pigtail. His physiognomy depicted in 
this image and those which appear in the portraits 
engraved or painted at that time are very much 
alike12. He is wearing costume consisting of a coat 
with small lapel and a wide collar, tightly fitted 
trousers and high boots. His cap is on the table near 
the inkpot. In the background the sick widow is 
lying in bed leaning against a big pillow, the 
coverlet allowing only her bust to be seen. She has 
a kerchief on her head. Plunged in deep thought, 
with her hands put together on her breast and 
looking downward she expresses melancholy and 
desperation. Leaning against the bed, her younger 
son feels as uneasy as his mother. He has a cap on 
his head, shoes on his feet and he is wearing a shirt, 
a vest and long trousers. The light falling on the 
Emperor’s face, and on the centre of the room, 
alludes to the improvement of the poor family’s 

                                                 
12 See the efigy of Emperor Joseph II for exemple in: 
Duicu 1983; Bozac, Pavel 2007; Rapelli 2009, 151-153. 
See on Wikipedia, 2012, his engraved portrait where he 
bears the above mentioned pseudonym.  

situation. Both the story and the illustration are 
achieved in the spirit of the enlightened absolutism 
according to which reforms and beneficent 
measures have to start from the sovereign to the 
people. The full trust in the monarch of the Age of 
Lights, in the policies of the “Good Emperor”, is 
proved once again – an idea also shared by the 
representatives of the Transylvanian School, who 
supervised the issue of the Romanian writings at 
Buda. 
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Ubi Patria. Romanian Travellers from the First Half of the 19th 
Century, Between the Native and the Virtual Homeland1 

 
 

M i h a e l a    G R A N C E A
2
  

 
Abstract.The present imagological-synchronic analysis attempts to present, based on a few interesting 

facts, the manner in which some Romanian travellers from the first half of the 19th century, representatives in 
terms of travelling literature, approached the issue of the self-image construction as the core of the identity 
project, at the same time with the transformation of the Other into a reference. 

Being confronted with alterity, the travellers configure the reality of the Other according to a pre-
conceived “expectancy horizon”, determined by the current ethnic-images. Possessing this knowledge, they can 
only confront the a-priori experience, at most (predominantly textual and “programmed” during the 19th 
century) with “travelling notes” (travellers were more concerned with this type of reflections; each one kept a 
diary where they preserved their most interesting memories / “souvenirs”). Such a modern, active attitude made 
it possible to modify and enrich the representations of the cultural reality through which “foreign” re-evaluates 
and “translates” its space. 

 
Keywords: travel literature, Otherness, patrimony, land, imaginary 
 

Rezumat. Această analiză imagologică-sincronică încearcă să prezinte, pornind de la câteva aspecte 
interesante, felul în care unii călători români din prima jumătate a secolului al XIX-lea, reprezentativi pentru 
literatura de călătorie, abordează problema construirii imaginii de sine ca miez al proiectului identitar, în acelaşi 
timp prin transformarea Celuilalt în punct de referinţă. 

Confruntându-se cu alteritatea, călătorii configurează existenţa Celuilalt în conformitate cu un “orizont de 
aşteptare” preconceput, determinat de etno-imaginile curente. Având aceste cunoştinţe, ei pot doar să confrunte 
experienţa apriorică, cel mult cu “însemnările de călătorie” (călătorii erau mai preocupaţi cu acest tip de 
reflecţii; fiecare ţinea un jurnal în care îşi păstra cele mai interesante amintiri/ “suveniruri”). O atitudine 
modernă şi atât de activă a făcut posibile modificarea şi îmbogăţirea reprezentărilor culturale prin care “străinul” 
îşi re-evaluează şi “traduce” spaţiul. 
 
Cuvinte cheie: literature de călătorie, alteritate, patrimoniu, ţară, imaginar 
 

*  
While 12Goethe was introducing in1827 the 

notion of “Weltlitaratur” for defining the beginning 
of the “universal literature era”, the intellectuals 
from Wallachia, Moldavia, Transylvania and Banat 
expressed in a differentiated manner their opinions 
regarding foreigners, the interest in knowing the 
other and the construction of an ethnocentric self-
image3. All of the Romanian travellers inventoried: 
the Occidental ink horn hetero-stereotypes, the 
French experience of a few intellectuals from 
Transylva-nia, such as I. Codru-Drăguşanu and, 
before him, Francophile Budai-Deleanu and the 

                                                 
1 Professor Mihaela Grancea, “Lucian Blaga” University 
of Sibiu, e-mail: mgrancearo@yahoo.com  
2 The present paper is an extend variant of the research 
work published in Mihaela Grancea, Trecutul de astăzi 
(Today’s Past), Ed. Cărţii de Ştiinţă, Cluj-Napoca, 2009  
3 See the presentation of this cultural, and implicitly 
imagological, debut in Sorin Mitu1997; Dan Horia 
Mazilu1999; see also Gheorghe Lascu’s approach in 
Gheorghe Lascu 2000. 

central European experience. The use of texts, 
essential elements for elaborating ethno-images, 
may initiate debates regarding the inter-textual 
issue, i.e. the cultural authenticity of some of the 
imagological documents considered to be 
representative for certain collective perspectives. 
Usually, the imagological text inside a system of 
imagological information aims to describe the 
foreigners according to the cultural and political 
necessities of the time4; the “programmed” 
character of the text containing imagological 
information has the effect of artificial single-
dimensioning of the Other, the promotion of images 
which, at a certain time, within a certain culture, 
predetermines the contact with foreigners; even 
engaging in a dialogue, the latter carries the burden 
of this cultural mediation/ predeter-mination. 

Romanian travellers sometimes fall in the 
trap of mono-stereotypies regarding Hungarians 

                                                 
4 A theory developed by Daniel-Henri Pageaux (2000). 
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and in that of the first modern exercises of self-
imagining. Thus Ion-Codru Drăguşanu5, like those 

                                                 
5 The Transylvanian was perhaps the most courageous 
Romanian traveller of all from that period. Thus, after he 
ran in Wallachia and, after a few months of poor 
existence, the young man from Făgăraş presented 
himself at the court of Alexandru Ghica, who was 
preparing to leave the country; being impressed with the 
young man’s intellectual formation (he spoke German, 
French and English), the prince appointed him as courier. 
Thus, in December 1838, he was at Vienna where the 
Prince, being ill, was visited by the chancellor 
Metternich himself, who was introduced in the prince’s 
room by Ion Codru-Drăguşanu. In the spring of 1839, he 
went to Austrian Italy, and at Milano he was considered 
“His Majesty’s chaplain”. He visited Rome and Trajan’s 
Column with the emotions of a Transylvanian and 
Latinist pilgrim. He returned in the country under the 
protection of another prince, perhaps also from the Ghica 
family, and made some journeys in Wallachia, openly 
criticizing the Romanian boyars, calling them 
“patriarchal despots”. In June 1840 he left abroad again, 
this time belonging to the suite of a young prince. In July 
he was at Baden-Baden, in august at Paris, in September 
in England, where he lived for 4 months. Returning to 
France on the 15th of December, he assisted to the burial 
ceremony of Napoleon in the Dome of the Crippled. In 
1841, he visited Paris for 5 months, where he came in 
conflict with the prince he was accompanying, leaving 
him. He demanded justice from the French Court, 
without any success! Finally, the Ottoman ambassador 
from Paris helps him come to an agreement with the 
prince, and Codru-Drăguşanu was reimbursed with a 
sum, which he quickly spent, being forced to live in a 
loft from the periphery. He accepted to teach at Puteaux, 
a village near Paris, in order to be able to make a living, 
but he got fired after it was discovered that was 
Orthodox. Finally, a young woman, Pauline, found him a 
job at a library in Paris. Not being able to adapt to a 
sedentary life, the “pilgrim” quit his job, went on a trip 
on his own expense to Italy, “the country of the 
classical”, and settled at Napoli. There he visited 
Pompeii and Herculanum, as well as the volcano 
Vesuvius. Being left without any money, he started 
looking for a new job, and thus started working for a 
Russian nabob, whom he accompanied all the way to 
Petersburg. On the road to Russia he passed through 
Civita Vechia, where he was blessed by Pope Gregory 
the 16th as “schismatic”. He stopped accompanying the 
“prince” at Petersburg, as the latter left to his lordships 
from Siberia. However, he first obtained a competence 
certificate and recommendation. He visited the church’s 
museum, went to the balls and concerts, as his money 
were running short, he posted in a newspaper: “A young 
literate who perfectly speaks German, French, Italian, 
English, Greek and Russian is looking for a job as 
private secretary”. Prince Bariatinsky who, being 
exhausted after the Caucasian war, left for Eastern 
European to find treatment, finally appointed him. With a 
salary of 5400 rubbles a month, he accompanied the 
prince for 3 years. However, the prince demanded that he 

who debate on the same matter, stated that 
“wasteland Magyars”, the humbles as well as the 
nobles, define themselves by superbness: “even 
barefoot, they wear armature, they are so dirty that 
looking at them makes you sick” (Codru-Drăguşanu 
1980, 67); the peregrine insists however in 
outlining that, unlike the boyars from Wallachia, 
the Hungarian aristocrats “have passed beyond the 
edges of time […] they are awakening from the 
long sleep of inertia” (Ibidem, 86) and they seem 
better prepared for a time for reform... (Ibidem, p. 
87) even the paprikás, an identity marked dish, 
seems to be anti-lethargic, “a sort of spicy national 
sauce stew, made to burn your mouth and hurt your 
soul” (Ibidem, 68). Furthermore, the Transylvanian 
peregrine often referred to gastronomic features for 
making his ethnic-national portraits more 
expressive (Ibidem, 71)6. By comparison, poverty 
and lack of creativity seem to him highly visible in 
Transylvania, “the small homeland”, especially 
                                                                              
shaved his moustache, because “in Russia no citizen and 
not even the wealthiest boyars with military ranks are 
entitled to wear a moustache”. This prince was his last 
employer, as the appointment was done in 1843, and his 
last remaining letter is dated Paris, September 1844. In 
June 1843 he was at Berlin and in August in Switzerland, 
in November in England, where the prince had relatives. 
Here, the suite settled at Scherbourn castle in order to get 
away from the London’s fog. He met Queen Victoria and 
visited her residence at Windsor. In February 1844, he 
was again at Paris, from where he sent his last letter. His 
last travels were retraces from his passport, issued by the 
Turkish embassy from London, on the 19th of October 
1843 to: “Sieur Jean Codria Pleyachou, sujet ottoman, se 
rendant a Bucharest par la voie de France et 
l’Allemagne”. According to his passport, on the 20 of 
April 1845 he was at Berlin and on the 28th of April at 
Petersburg, where he stayed at prince Kociubei’s palace. 
Although his contract with the prince was valid until 
1846, it was cancelled. He returned home from Russia, 
through Bukovina, in July 1845. He only stayed for two 
weeks in Transylvania; in August he left towards 
Bucharest, where he adhered to the “National Party” on 
the 23rd of August, being sympathized by A. T. Laurian. 
We can consider this his last important journey. The 
chronology was established by Mihail Nemeş in 
Contribuţii la cunoaşterea vieţii, persona-lităţii şi 
activităţii călătorului ardelean Ion Codru-Drăguşanu 
(Contributions to the Knowledge of the Life, Personality 
and Activity of the Transylvanian traveller Ion Codru-
Drăguşanu), p. 10-12. 
6 Thus, while he was impressed by the ritual of serving 
coffee at Vienna, the local cuisine from Milano seduced 
him, describing it a voluptuous manner: the coffee 
“served in a cup the size of a bowl”, white bread, fresh 
butter “a chunk like a small mountain” for breakfast, 8 
dishes at lunch, tea in the evening and a rich dinner, a 
great deal of wine […] risotto di Milano and polenta con 
ucceli, that is a sort of pilaf and polenta with “fried 
sparrows on top of it”. 
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because of the omnipresent “sour cabbage, our 
gourmet” from the traditional cuisine7. The 
influence that the Austrian imagological sources 
from the 18th century and the circulation of certain 
European stereotypes regarding Hungarians have 
exerted upon their representations is obvious. Most 
often, the most common stereotypes – hetero-
stereotypes and auto-stereotypes – are the poly-
stereotypes, more complex representations that 
originate from the group of images and data 
provided by various authors, concerning various 
chronological seg-ments (Heitmann 1995, 5). 
Revealing the features of the “alterity” is succeeded 
through an explicit or implicit counterweight of the 
self-image. Most often, the comparison with the 
hypostases of alterity is made indirectly, by making 
use of confrontations, in the manner of the 
imagological games from the 18th century, between 
the existing ethno-images within the European 
cultural circuit; social represent-tations “have a life 
of their own, they circulate, merge, are drawn to or 
reject each other, they give birth to new 
representations, while the old ones are taken out 
from the circuit, and they die” (Moscovici 1997,  
24). Most of the Romanian travellers overtake and 
even find their host in the eastern hetero-images (an 
“inter-European” still doesn’t exist!) through which 
the European people identified alterity. For those 
who are interested in “physiognomies”, each 
“nation” has an ethnic-psychological portray which 
makes it distinct within the general nations’ 
concert, in the sense that by physical, moral and 
intellectual characteristics (i.e. the cultural style) an 
individual is distinguished from other individuals. 
The ethnic-psychological portray, frequently called 
“physiognomy”, becomes “the national spirit/ 
genius”, with specificities perceived as cultural 
differences (for the Romantics, culture represented 
a system of assemblies of unique spiritual acqui-
sitions, originnal and defining, which are part of the 
major asset of the community) especially in the 
context in which the European civilization can be 
defined as the geo-cultural effect of exchange; this 
is why we can state that each European nation built 
and applied a multi-ethnic and multilingual type of 
society, a community of differences within which 
dialogue is still possible.  

Usually, social, regional and historical 
differences represent the foundation of the 
imagological construction. Then, where do the 
representations regarding the “character” or the 
“national character” of the peoples come from, if 
they do not have any basis or a very unstable one at 
most, in the historical reality? It seems that they are 
formed through the evaluation of current images 

                                                 
7 Ibidem, p. 71-72.  

(ordinary) about people, present in folk literature, a 
literature which evaluates and pro-poses social, 
physiological-temperamental and moral types. The 
above mentioned ethnic-cultural portrays were 
created through a process of ethnical or national 
over-definition of the typologies related to a social 
status, moral behaviour, clime tendency etc. Ever 
since ancient times, a man has been evaluated 
referentially, according to the moral code 
consecrated by the community the observer was 
part of; thus, in the eastern Christian area the 
opinions regarding other peoples were based on the 
dogma of virtue and sin. The “vice catalogues” turn 
out to be more efficient for the ethnic over-
definition than “the teachings about virtue” 8. Thus, 
starting with the pre-modern era, each people was 
assigned a tendency towards one of the seven 
mortal sins: luxuria (sensuousness) seemed 
defining for meridional area, superbia (haughtiness) 
animated the Spanish and the Hungarians, while 
gula (the pleasure of eating and drinking 
irrationally) was assigned to Germans and Dutch 
people (see the notorious tabular descriptions from 
the 18th century: Völkertafel, Laconicum Europae 
Speculum, and also lexicons such as The Universal-
Lexicon by Zedler, which contains more chapters 
related to peoples and their “character”) (See 
Stanzel 1999, 9-39). The Romanian travellers who 
were absent for this exercise for a political-cultural 
generation length of time – an historical syncope – 
tried to overcome the imagological “vulgata” and 
create a modern and motivating self-image for 
Romanians. These are the “memoirists” of the pre-
forty-eight period. Those, and especially those from 
Transylvania, being experts in the ethnic-images of 
the Romanians, were concerned with “restoration”, 
they wished to replicate, evidently in a constructive 
manner, by a responsible comparison with the 
hetero-stereotypes proposed by the East. This 
generation was not willing to accept disqualifying 
ethnic-images. It created the first compensative 
self-images. However, in their turn, when they 
defined other nations, Romanian travellers used the 
current hetero-stereotypes9. Imagological differen-

                                                 
8 See the analysis of such nomenclatures in Jean 
Delumeau 1983.  
9 In this regard, see the assuming of these ethno-images, 
but also their development from the Moldavian-
Wallachian perspective in “Caracteristica naţiilor 
evropene” (The Characteristics of the European 
Nations), Albina Românească (The Romanian Bee), no. 
17, from the 28th of February 1846, p. 65-66: “Each 
nation has a different character, here is their 
classification. Regarding religion the German is skeptic, 
the English is pious, the French is zealous, the Italian is 
ceremonial […] the Romanian is formalist […]. At 
giving advice: German is phlegmatic, the English is 
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ces are usually determined by the traveller’s 
cultural background, by the social and political 
options of the issuers, by the manifestation of the 
national conscience, by the nature of the (historical) 
relations between his community and the Other. 
Imagological loans were also influenced by the 
imagologies of the cultures the travellers came in 
contact to during their own cultural formation, in 
the modern period, but especially as the effect of 
the “preparation” for the travel, preparations which 
meant more or less extensive reading related to the 
geo-cultural destination – lexicons, historical 
works, travel memoirs, fictional literature. Some of 
the Romanian travellers studied in an eastern 
manner the identity of the area they were going to 
visit. This documentation previous to the travel, this 
a-priori knowledge, along with the inherited 
imagology, represented the source of ethnic-cultural 
stereotypes “loans”, of undertaken representations. 
Especially the Romanian elite from Transylvania, 
considering its multi-lingual character, the recent 
identity pride and the conscience of belonging to 
the European civilization, was constantly interested 
in the travelling reports of foreign travellers, in 
those texts from the press and  central-European 
books which issued adverse hetero-stereotypes 
regarding Romanians. Thus, Timotei Cipariu wrote 
to G. Bariţ in the 9th/21st of January 1838 (from 
Blaj) recommending him to read “Allgemeine 
Zeitung” journal and “Ausland” for the the 
travelling notes of “Demidoff during the past year, 
from Giurgiu to Bucharest” and “the description of 
a travel through the Romanian country in 1836” 
(Pascu, Pervain 1978, 104)10. Al. Papiu-Ilarian 

                                                                              
resolute, the French is hasty, the Italian is subtle, the 
Spanish is conditional, the Romanian is hypocrite. In 
love: the German is Romantic, the English is scarce, the 
French everywhere, the Italian is a master, the Spanish is 
passionate, the Romanian is a slave. Regarding faces: the 
German is large, the English handsome, the French has a 
good mine, the Italian is so and so, the Spanish frightens 
you, the Romanian is pleasant. Regarding skills: the 
German peasant like, the English is cruel, the French is 
skillful, the Italian is polite, the Spanish is proud, the 
Romanian is unstable. […] Regarding eating and 
drinking: the German is drunk, the English is gluttonous, 
the French is delicate, the Italian is refrained, the Spanish 
is niggard, the Romanian is natural. […] Regarding law: 
German law is so and so, the English has bad laws, but 
he obeys them well […] the Italian knows the law, but 
does not obey, the Spanish would obey if they knew it, 
the Romanians are just learning them now. […] Science: 
the German is pedant, the English is philosophical, the 
French is a little of everything, the Italian knows what 
interests him, the Spanish if a thinker, the Romanian has 
not decided yet”.  
10 Era vorba despre „Anatole Demidoffs und seiner Ge-
fahrten Reisenach Krim” din Allgemeine Zeitung, 1837, 

recommended to his friends the reading of Felix-
Hippolyte’s Peuples de l' Autriche et de la Turquie 
and A. Vaillant’s La Roumanie, ou histoire, la 
langue, ortographie, stastistique des peuples de la 
langue d'or, Ardialiens, Vallaques et Moldaves, 
resumés sous le nom de Romans, (vol. I-III, Paris, 
A. Bertrand, 1845). The research work related to 
ethnic-images of the Romanians was justified at 
that time by the fact that a series of the popular 
cultural products such as Konversation-Lexikon 
promoted negative hetero-stereotypes concerning 
Romanians from Transylvania, who were 
considered “tolerated in Transylvania”, while the 
inhabitants from the Danube principality were 
described as successors of an humble ethnic-
genesis, a mixture of Albanians, Dacians, Slaves, 
Goths and Romans. For similar reasons, Nicolae 
Bălcescu studied and recommended for reading to 
Vasile Alecsandri: Histoire sommaire des choses 
plus mémorables advenues aux derniers troubles de 
Moldavie, par j. Barret, écrite sur les mémoires de 
Charles de Joppecourt (Paris, 1620). I wish to 
outline the fact that hetero-stereotypes do not 
become auto-stereotypes, they only represent a 
cultural challenge, that of legitimizing the attempt 
to build the Romanian identity through antithesis. A 
varied and rigorous previous documentation will 
determine the historical and imagological path 
where the pre-forty-eighters and the forty-eighters 
will build interesting self- and hetero-images. 
Mihail Kogălniceanu is one of those who illustrate 
such a maturity in his representations, as a result of 
his travels to the Hispanic and central-European 
area. Spain had been the geographical frame of his 
reveries for the Moldavian forty-eighter, ever since 
his childhood. Fictive Spain from the works of 
Lessing, Goethe, Schiller, Corneille, Beaumarchais, 
Le Sage, Abbot Prévost, Victor Hugo exalted him 
by its “embalmed atmosphere” (Kogălniceanu 1967, 
217), he imagined it a picturesque place, a world of 
picaresque and romantic adventure (Kogălniceanu 
1967, 223). Furthermore, Mihail Kogălniceanu, so 
detached from the people in the places he had 
visited in the past, criticising the locals’ customs, 
stated: “I have sympathy for Spain, I love it like my 
own country, I am very tolerant with its flaws”11. 

                                                                              
nr. 261-262 şi în Ausserordentliche Beilage zur 
Allgemeine Zeitung, nr. 461- 462. 
11 The author believes that the feelings of the Romanian 
are based on the cultural affinities and similarities 
between Romanian and Spanish people: “The horizon, 
the type of culture, the locals’ character and clothing, 
their greeting formulas, the dreariness songs, the outlaw 
songs, the wild mountains… Maybe this country 
resembles mine, I like it… with its outlaws, lack of 
comfort, its simple and polite peasants, its traditions and 
stories you can hear everywhere, with its paupers, great 
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For the Romanian forty-eighter, Spain became a 
kind of secondary and far away homeland, a sort of 
mirror for the Romanian identity. Immediately after 
he scheduled his Hispanic voyage, Mihail 
Kogălniceanu read, as he confessed in Notes sur 
l’Espagne, works which could have informed him 
upon the “character” of the people he was about to 
observe during his journey (the term is 
characteristic for the “physiognomies” built during 
the Illuminist period): Glossaire des écrivains de la 
moyenne et basse latinité (1768) by Dulange, The 
History of the Reign of the Emperor Charles I 
(1829), Tales of the Alhambra (1832) by 
Washington Irving, and from the same author: The 
Conquest of Granada (1828), The Bible in 
Spain(1843) – George Borrow’s picaresque novel, 
Silva de Romances viejos españoles (1811) by 
Iacob Grimm, De Paris à Cadix by Alexander 
Dumas the father, O Historia de Granada by 
Miguel Lafunete Alcantara, O libro de agricultura 
(1802) by Abu Lacaria, William Robertson’s work, 
Histoire du règne de l'empereur Charles Quint (a 
French translation published at Paris, in 1822), M. 
Mignet’s writing, Antione Perez et Philippe II 
(Bruxelles, 1845) and José Antonio Condé, Historia 
de la dominatión de los Árabos en España, sacada 
de varios manuscritos y memorias aràbigas 
(Madrid, 1822). 

An attempt to exceed the common 
(stereotypical) reference to the imagological texts – 
literary works, diaries, travelling memoirs, 
translations from historical, fictional and political 
writings, works seen as relevant for the “national 
genius” of the hosting people – as well as 
recommendations regarding a certain methodology 
meant to make “travelling notes” more personal and 
interesting which we can find in I. H. Rădulescu’s 
letters to his wife, who was away in Italy in order to 
settle her children there for their studies: “You say 
that you did not travel like a luggage and have 
written quite a lot. If the itinerary suits you well, 
take it from the beginning in your work, give it an 
interesting colour, find Al. Dumas’ writings while 
you are in Italy… observe his working manner, 
never mind the subjects. Don’t take anything else 
for subject besides nature, the things that you’ve 
seen, your own discoveries, the things that 
happened to you, your thoughts, your feelings, 
summarize your emotions, thoughts, impressions 
from your mind, the physiognomies of various 
                                                                              
boyars, I like it, I like it a lot”; even the popular beliefs 
seem similar to him – the hospitality and pleasure of 
conversation were caused by, in his opinion, by “the lack 
of means of communication, the books were too 
expensive, the scarce conversation subjects, the life in 
the field.. make the stories become the most pleasant 
activity after the sunset” – Ibidem, p.214 – 221. 

place, towns, people you met, and what you saw 
and felt, this is what you should write, as it is only 
natural not to do as other travellers, who write what 
they feel with someone else’s heart, see with 
someone else’s eyes and express themselves 
through phrases from Lamartine and others”  
(Heliade Rădulescu 1974, 34). These 
recommendations make it clear that travels are for 
Romanians, and especially for the people from 
Transylvania, a routine, a habit, especially after 
1849. The quoted letter fragment suggests that they 
were aware of the fact that overriding and/or 
compiling contrastive ethnic-images is inevitable 
and conflictive, that the popular imagological 
representations and the cultural one interfere, 
creating surprising, colourful poly-stereotypes. 
Thus, while among the pro-German Romanians 
from Transylvania the German auto-images 
regarding the work ethos as the main identity mark 
prevail, the Francophile Romanians adopt the 
hetero-imagology from the Romanic cultural area. 
Often, a people (re)presents a double, bipolar image 
for the neighbours, an image built from extremes. 
The antagonism finds its source in reality itself, in 
the political options and the conflictive or non-
conflictive relations between the communities 
involved in the imagological exercise (see how the 
Austrian hetero-stereotypes differ from the 
travellers from Transylvania to Mihai 
Kogălniceanu, who minimalised the Austrians due 
to his liberalism, a social-political option which 
rejected the powerful polarity from Austria, the 
imperial elite’s conservatism, its sensual feature of 
the everyday life). Ion Codru-Drăguşanu creates 
similar bipolar descriptions regarding peoples, 
admiring one feature of the hetero-image while 
exaggerating the other – thus, while some of the 
records concerning Paris present it as a symbol for 
civilization, others described it in the pre-modern 
hetero-stereotypes manner, mainly of a moral 
nature; thus, the symbolical topos was still 
functional. More exactly, both the traveller from 
Transylvania and the Moldavian Kogălniceanu 
evaluated the European modern urban area using 
pre-modern parameters; while Paris and London 
seemed Babylonian to the first, for Kogălniceanu 
they represented the perfect context for collective 
hedonism. 

Being confronted with alterity, the travellers 
configure the reality of the Other also according to 
a pre-conceived “expectancy horizon”, determined 
by the current ethnic-images. Possessing this 
knowledge, they can only confront the a-priori 
experience, at most (predominantly textual and 
“programmed” during the 19th century) with 
“travelling notes” (travellers were more concerned 
with this type of reflections; each one kept a diary 
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where they preserved their most interesting 
memories / “souvenirs”). Such a modern, active 
attitude made it possible to modify and enrich the 
representations of the cultural reality through which 
“foreign” re-evaluates and “translates” its space. 

The Romanian travellers felt obliged to 
permanently compare and confront the images of 
their native area with the representations regarding 
the European world. Not only the need for a 
reference point demanded this imagological 
exercise, but also the approach which was related to 
the improvement of the “country’s image”; thus, the 
antithetical language suggested the imminent 
institutional reform, or it justified through similarity 
theories the identity elements derived from a 
common historical body (in this way the conscience 
of a shared historical origin was developed). These 
representations require the interference between the 
Romanian auto-images and hetero-images, not an 
imagological game like the one between the macro-
communities, hostile from a historical point of 
view. The cult of Italy as the origin country was 
integrated in a series of pathetic invocations, Rome 
being perceived as an artefact of a lost history, but 
also as the perfect opportunity for a Romantic 
escape, an attitude which made the past and the area 
of the Other places for the manifestation of the 
origin exemplarity. The Romantics manifested a 
vivid interest in the “perfume of the past – the 
preference for the Gothic, the cult of the heroes, the 
spectacular drama of the past, the exotic and 
symbolical geographies, the revival of the cult of 
the ruins (from the perspective of the reflections 
regarding the decadent present and less as the result 
of Illuminist-encyclopaedic impulses). Young and 
enthusiastic, Asachi in pre-forty-eighter Italy 
considered himself a witness of the Roman, original 
culture: “What feelings… what reflections gather 
themselves in my mind and heart, O, Lord! This is 
the stage where the human being presented 
everything it was capable of producing in this 
world… Here the air vibrated from Cicero’s words, 
the verses of Virgil and Horace” (Asachi  1973-
1981, 437). In the works of the Romantics, the 
mediocrity, incapability and failure of the present 
were opposed to valuing the past as the area for an 
accomplished axiology, perceived as a “golden 
age”. Imagining the past as the time of authenticity 
and legitimacy was based on apology; through 
successions of superlatives, interjections and 
positive adjectives, through representations with 
emotional, and implicitly imagological, impact the 
idealization of the past succeeded. It was 
considered that because value belonged to the past, 
it was only logical that the cultural pattern should 
have been revived in order to legitimate identity 

projects; the restoration could only be completed by 
rediscovery and reinvention.  

The “Italian” travels (between 1807 and 
1812)12 convinced young Asachi that: “the people 
and works from the past in Italy speak more and are 
more interesting than the present ones” (Mitu 
2007a, 435). However, Asachi’s cultural 
peregrinations did not attempt then, as those of 
Mihail Kogălniceanu did later, to identify Italy’s 
troubling realities, which had problems entering the 
modern period or to make comparisons between the 
poor social life from Italy and that from the 
Principalities. Asachi described the past Rome, an 
imaginary Rome which the traveller explicitly 
invested with the status of a representative place for 
the identity of Romanians: “The Romanians who 
wish to know the origin of his own country must 
visit Rome”  ((Mitu 2007b, 443). Furthermore, 
Asachi considered Rome “the faraway homeland” 
and the “Europe’s garden”13, the traveller thus 
becoming a peregrine visiting the traces/records of 
an ancient history, inventorying and reinventing 
them – the Capitol, “ruined temples, obelisks and 
colons”, Traian’s column, and also Renascent Rome 
– as the foundation of the Romanian identity 
projects (Asachi 1957, 61). Timotei Cipariu 
manifested a similar attitude regarding Italy as a 
sacred area, as the originating country, in his letters: 
“I salute you from Italy, our ancient homeland, 
from where we have been exiled for so many 
centuries, so that we don’t know our own brothers 
anymore, we forgot about each other and we have 
become estranged” (Cipariu 1972, 133). Ion Codru-
Drăguşanu, a notorious peregrine from 
Transylvania, also saw Rome according to its 
“traditional” quality of “eternal castle”, from the 
perspective of the identity projection, condemning 
Rome’s decadence, and also that of the Romanians, 
without acknowledging the similarities which could 
explain the possible connections between the 
negative historical evolutions of the two related 
cultural areas. His discourse regarding the shared 
history imposes the overlap of the Romantic and 
Illuminist identifications: while the Romantic 
lamentation and pathos – “O, decadence! A 
calamity, a sad reality!” (Codru-Drăguşanu 1980, 
74) – the chosen period, antic Rome, represented an 
encyclopaedic-Illuminist area of interest. Thus, for 
Codru-Drăguşanu “the divine Traian, our parent” 
and “Rome, our mother” become the subject of a 
national idolatry, the Dacians – “our antecessors” – 
although defeated by the Roman emperor, sharing 

                                                 
12 Sorin Mitu offers an interesting paper regarding the 
Italian images for the Romanians from Ardeal during the 
18th century, in Sorin Mitu (2007c, 513-519). 
13 The poem „La Italia” (In Italy), in Asachi (1957, 60). 
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the past glory, a history encrypted in the “stone 
chronicle of the Column”  (Codru-Drăguşanu 1980, 
75). When the “peregrine” mentions Romanians in 
the same context, we notice that he shares 
Balcescu’s historical representation, a 
representation which is the result of cultural 
contamination. Italy, mainly Rome, became the 
destination of touristic travels and the preferred 
cultural area due to cultural and symbolical 
traditions by many young Romanians: “…we did 
not come to Italy only to learn Corpus juris and Il 
codice austriaco, but also to see with our own eyes 
the monuments of our ancestors’ greatness, so that 
we can bring with us a shaving in our fireplaces 
from Dacia and maintain the fire of our nationality, 
so that the Get and Sarmatian wind won’t put it 
out” (See Simion Bărnuţiu’s letter from the 8th of 
November 1852 in Pervain, Chindriş 1972, 27). The 
Italian theme is a part of the Romanian auto-image 
in the epoch. The Romanian decadence motif 
(“barbarian past”, “seventeen centuries of misery 
and unhappiness”) and that of the responsibility of 
the Other (the “conqueror neighbours”, the endless 
wars against the barbarians and, finally, with the 
Crescent”  (analysis conducted in Pervain, Chindriş 
1972, 96) will be repeated within the national 
cultural products from the 19th-20th centuries, 
becoming an historiographical cliché, an identity 
stereotype frequently used, illustrating the self-
victimisation and defensive attitude as elements of 
the auto-images. Codru-Drăguşanu’s case is 
interesting as he does not experience the “cultural 
shock” mentioned by other pre-forty-eighter 
travellers, i.e. starting with the first contacts with 
the effects of the technical and social progress from 
the West; only after returning in the country (“the 
great”, in 1839) a conflictive value confrontation 
was initiated between the images of the Roman 
grandeur, the European dynamics and “our own 
government”. Codru-Drăguşanu experienced the 
“difference” in a dramatic, profoundly emotional 
manner and formulated a temporary and evasive 
solution: “… back in the country… I don’t like 
them any more, not at all” (the realities, i.e. what he 
calls: “the poverty which got hold on the Romanian 
people, serfdom, gossip, boyars, the extreme misery 
and squalor”) (Pervain, Chindriş 1972, 76-77). 
Codru-Drăguşanu also formulated the formula of 
incriminating the Other, seen as responsible for the 
Romanian catastrophe – of the Foreigner, who, 
starting with “Tirmulenc and Gingishan” towards 
cosmopolite and two-faced Austria and the Russian 
Orthodox tsarist paternalism – have oppressed the 
Romanian Principalities (Codru-Drăguşanu 1980, 
232-233). Codru-Drăguşanu confesses and 
develops a cultural emotion/sensibility of Romantic 
intensity: “I am in a state close to disease, however 

life’s anchor if hope. Desire encourages us to live 
further, and suffering calms passions. I suffer with 
the desire to wander…” (Codru-Drăguşanu 1980, 
83). You can’t tell the line between irony and the 
self-irony born from the disagreement between the 
Romantic soul and the contrastive reality in the case 
of the “Transylvanian peregrine”. Usually, the 
perception of this contrast generates the feeling of 
isolation, melancholy, disappointment 
(Chateaubriand apud Nicolae Balotă 1971, 66). 
Irony was, at the same time, “a proud exceeding of 
inability”, its sublimation (Nicolae Balotă 1971, 
68), the expression of lucidity and ethical 
aspirations; this is where irony’s paradoxes are 
born. It is perhaps this fluctuating perception of the 
self-images and their introduction in the 
imagological game caused by the comparison with 
other ethno-images (hetero-images) which causes 
the cult of the foster glory and its artifacts, the need 
for escape from reality, surprising attitudes for a 
more cerebral, receptive and dialogical individual. 

Pan-Romanianism seems to be a reaction 
against Magyarism, Pan-Germanism and pan-
Slavism, embedded with messianic and mystic 
valences, and Bălcescu was one of its promoters: 
“Overwhealmed and threatened today by pan-
Slavism, maybe pan-Germanism tomorrow, we can 
not be saved otherwise…” (Bălcescu 1944, 217). 
His “contacts” from Occident (which in fact 
consisted of letters towards some friends) are dry, 
Balcescu being obsessed by investigating archives 
from the West, aiming to identify new historical 
sources. The Transylvanian revolutionary only 
focused on Italy’s monuments and the research 
subjects he was working on; his residency schedule 
was organized according to these cultural-scientific 
interests. At Paris he remembers the study and 
analyse methods used for researching Traian’s 
column; everywhere he traveled, Balcescu was 
particularly interested by the image of Romanians. 
The Transylvanian Al. Papiu-Ilarian shared the 
same opinion regarding Italy with the others 
Romanians who had traveled in the West during the 
middle of the 19th century. The images of 
contemporary Italy represented the opportunity for 
being concerned with the traditional theme of the 
civilisations’ decadence, particularly that of the 
originating country… (“…our ancestors’ land”, 
which he actually kissed, as he considered it to be 
sacred!); related to this aspect, he found Padova’s 
destiny revealing, the town’s university, one of the 
Renaissance promoting centers… “which is the 
oldest and most famous, although its old fame has 
faded in the course of time” (See letter LXXXIII, 
September 185, 2 in Pervain, Chindriş 1972, 157). 
Unlike Codru-Drăguşanu’s lamentations, Papiu-
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Ilarianu’s observations seem only echoed by a 
slight sigh! 

In the Romanian literary context Dinicu 
Golescu, “the first modern Romanian” (according 
to Pompiliu Eliade), initiator of the cultural and 
pragmatic travel through his “Notes on My 
Journeys” (1826), analysed according to the 
Illuminist “pedagogy” the nature of the human 
civilisation, regardless of his destinations. His work 
bears the Illuminist moralism’s hallmark (see the 
origin of the pamphletic tone used in the description 
of the static phanariot and post-phanariot society), 
the comparative perspective specific to the traveling 
relations in the Orient and that of the Romantic 
finality of the piece. Golescu travelled a few times 
(probably three) to the wealthiest European 
countries – the Hapsburg Empire, Germany, 
Switzerland, and Italy. The result of the voyages is 
a descriptive memoir, which combines the 
cosmopolite spirit of the 18th century, a spirit 
demonstrated by the encyclopaedic curiosity and 
the political interest, finally exulting into a 
“patriotical expedition”. The contact with the world 
of the Other caused a profound identity crisis to the 
Transylvanian boyard. This is why the notes have 
an openly declared and explicit finality, exposed in 
the argument of the travel relation; pragmatic like a 
delegate of the Austrian administration in the 
provinces, Golescu focused his informal experience 
in order his “country” solutions for overcoming the 
structural crisis. The preface written in the tradition 
of the travel relations from the illuminist period is 
added with “special speeches”, pathetic discourses 
regarding the tragic state of his country (it is 
interesting that inventing Europe as a “jewellery of 
the world” is claimed by the re-invention of the 
Romanian area through re-Europeanization). On the 
other hand, Golescu includes himself in the 
category of Romantic travellers for whom the 
homeland’s exaltation is directly related to the 
depth of the external travel experiences (Popa 1971, 
92). The practical and affective finality of the 
journey – the decadent homeland’s salvation – 
related Golescu to the Romantic project. Becoming 
aware of the crisis status (the political and social 
system crisis, identity crisis) encountered by the 
post-phanariot Romanian society, Golescu centers 
his pleading regarding public happiness (the finality 
of the Illuminst type of gouvernment) on homeland, 
reanalysing this fundamental historical reality in a 
rhetorical and eclectic formula. Being obsessed 
with the “ressurection” imperatives, Golescu seems 
convinced that the common solidarity system and 
the ethics of responsibility, functional in all modern 
societies, failed within the Romanian society. The 
homeland of the Transylvanian boyar represented a 
protective symbol, configured as the archetypal 

hypostasis of the mother, but also by the supreme 
human value. The homeland was perceived as 
locus, a system of social-political and moral values 
with a historical basis, a way of life consecrated by 
tradition. Love for the homeland was not a 
passionate feeling, as in the case of Codru-
Drăguşanu, but an affective contract which 
generated virtue. For Golescu, although it implied 
radival commitment just as in the case of the 
republican patriotism, love had different 
determination mechanisms, inspired by 
Christianity, but also by Romanticism. The love for 
the homeland that the Transylvanian refered to was 
based on the love for the Other, a form of 
compassion (caritas civium, consecrated by St. 
Augustin in De civitate Dei), mainly generated by 
the “contractual” love between the ruler and his 
people. The Homneland of the Other (The 
Hapsburg Empire represents the case study here) 
seemed to the traveller a reality which consisted of 
“love for the humankind”, especially visible in 
institutionalising social assistance and in the mode 
the social contract functioned, perceived by 
Golescu in the same traditionalist manner. 

Identifying with the homeland and 
instinctively loving it are the effects of the 
nationalisation of patriotism, a process initiated 
once with Herder’s formula, which replaced the 
concept of homeland with that of a nation as a 
macro-community based on the ethno-cultural 
dimension (Grancea 2004, 213-236). 

The German Romantic model determined the 
discourse of the Romanian pre-forty-eighters and 
the forty-eighters; this model restored the Illuminist 
tradition in such a degree that it let itself absorbed 
by the Romantic nationalism (in the case of 
Romanians, the affirmation of the nationalist idea is 
entirely the complex effect of Romanticism, as it 
represented the binding element in the 
Transylvanian School project, in the centre of some 
identity scenarios which aimed at legitimising the 
right to govern for the Romanian ethnics) without 
renouncing the attachment for the official homeland 
(The Hapsburg Empire). Alexandru Papiu-Ilarian, 
one of the forty-eighter’s most important 
doctrinaires, summarized the ideology of the 
Romanians from Transylvania regarding the 
nationality and the national language near the 
revolution. This ideological orientation was 
facilitated by the culmination of Herderianism, 
absorbed and readapted in Central Europe regarding 
the identity projects of the nations integrated in the 
Austrian Empire and whose elites were rising only 
within the realities of the nation-state; thus, 
Magyarism interfered the move of free affirmation 
of the Magyar nation through the Romantic pathos 
fuelled by the idealisation of the Hungarian 
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medieval history (in this purpose, the following 
concepts were reinvented: aristocratism, the 
Magyar feudal right, legitimacy by historical right, 
the proclamation of the pre-eminence of the 
Magyar culture within the borders of “Saint 
Stephen’s Hungary”). Papiu-Ilarian’s identity 
representations were determined by his 
involvement with the Romanian identity approach, 
his Illuminist education – josephinist and militant 
(see his attachment for the “progress” achieved 
through culture and his nostalgia for the Roman 
origin), by him being open to the rationalist-liberal 
ideas. This intellectual formation facilitated the 
exercise of ideological synthesis, filtered by the 
discourse specific for the Romantic pathos (the 
Romantic exaltation was based on the use of 
antithesis and allegory, comparison, hyperbola, 
pathetic interjections) and through the analysis of 
the mechanisms used by the Other to build his own 
identity: “All western peoples are concerned with 
the fate of the eastern peoples, but not all of them 
judge them by the same form” (Pervain, Chindriş 
1972, 169); “the German”, stated the 
Transylvanian, builds his civilising mission by 
referring to the “barbaric” east, while the “francs”, 
“ever since Napoleon” seemed to him concerned 
with the East In a constrictive, pragmatic and 
generous manner. 

Papiu-Ilarian’s journeys will especially 
include the area of imperial Austria and the 
Germanic one, places where he succeeds to taste 
the local loisire – Frankfurt, Vienna, Pesta etc, 
urbanism, national cuisine, he is able to observe the 
locals’ habits, the technical and institutional habits 
of modernity. By comparing what he saw in the 
alterity area with the hetero-stereotypes and auto-
stereotypes from his own land (the official 
homeland), he became aware of the economical 
regress, the strong social polarity, the inefficient 
official Austrian cosmopolitism, the ignorance 
regarding the identity differences, discriminative 
behaviours: “It is a very ugly mockery against 
God’s creatures gifted with a discerning mind that 
they will not be able to tell their own origin. The 
language confusion inside a people always was and 
always will remain a crime. The will of the Creator 
was that each people and genetic nation to have, to 
speak and develop its own language. The wish to 
mix, to modify, or, on the contrary, to eliminate a 
certain language means to revolt against God’s will, 
means to mock nature and its facts […] the 
individual, family and the nation without a 
homeland or with a unhappy one become starve and 
capable of wander through the world like the 
German colonists. It seems to me that nobody 
desires to transform the proverb ubi bene ibi patria 
into a rule” (Pervain, Chindriş 1972, 213). 

However… although, the Romanian travellers’ 
admiration for the eastern peoples (especially for 
those from the west Hapsburg Empire) was 
diminished since Golescu’s time, and as a reply 
against the hostile imagology towards Romanians, 
Bariţ, a lot more objective than the radical 
Kogălniceanu at that time, was impressed with the 
work ethos from the Germanic area, visibly 
contrastive with the laxity from Hungaria (part of 
the official homeland) and with what we would call 
today the value vacuum – i.e. engineers, 
technicians, mechanics, architects: “Why has this 
large and wealthy Hungary not been able to build 
not one road across its large fields during the last 
800 years? Lack of materials? Not true; for its great 
rivers come from the mountains, where there is 
abundance of stone, wood, iron etc”  
(Kogălniceanu 1852). Although Romanian 
travellers were proud of their identity, some of 
them preferred more famous ones in the social 
practices. Thus, Codru-Drăguşanu, being aware that 
his Romanian identity offered him small chance for 
self-affirmation, used a better valued identity in 
terms of hetero-stereotypes. More exactly, although 
he did not tolerate Hungarians, he claimed this 
identity in some contexts, especially when he was 
looking for a job: attempting to be employed as a 
secretary for a Russian prince who was preparing 
for a 3 years long European journey, Ion Codru-
Drăguşanu stated that he was a “young Hungarian 
literate”, polyglot and poor (1844). In order to 
justify his “innocent lie”, the Transylvanian stated 
that the Russians appreciated “noble roots”, even 
that of a Hungarian downward (Ion Codru-
Drăguşanu 1980, 195-196). Choosing this identity 
did not seem blameworthy also because the man 
from Făgăraş considered in 1844 the Hungarian 
nation to be “our sister, the Magyar nation from 
Transylvania” (Ion Codru-Drăguşanu 1980, 230). 

Unlike Golescu, who centered his memorial 
on the homeland, for Codru-Drăguşanu it 
represented a secondary, but interesting motif. As 
an historical entity that generated feelings, the 
homeland was “functional” and visible only related 
to the existent tradition and that of its perpetuating 
human element – the rural: “The love of the 
homeland is related to the land, the urban citizen is 
cosmopolite. This is why the true peasant, in love 
with his share of land, trembles at the thought that 
he will not be able to leave his followers a small 
part of the homeland (for the peasant’s homeland is 
the ground he works on…”) (Ion Codru-Drăguşanu 
1980, 204). 

The traveller indirectly suggests that this 
equivalence assumed by the love for the land is also 
valid in the case of Transylvania, where his own 
territorial possession represented a sort of palpable 
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concentrate of his homeland. The peasant loves his 
homeland because its geographical configuration 
included his own particular land. In his late 
memoirs (his travels were done after 1835, and the 
first edition of his memoirs was published in 1865), 
Codru-Drăguşanu validated the identification as 
countries, “small homelands” for Ţara Făgăraşului 
and Transylvania, which he painfully left in 1835: 
“O, proud country I had never left before! Oh, 
gigantic mountains, with green and wide foothills, 
surrounded by black belts of fir trees with white 
tops. […] Oh, crystal rivers and you, prince of the 
Transylvanian waters, river Olt! When will I see 
you again?” (Ion Codru-Drăguşanu 1980, 42). For 
the extra-Carpathian area, the Transylvanian uses 
the notion of “country”, similar to their fellow 
villagers: “Our mocani14, just like they name 
Romania <Country>, they call Câmpulung <town>, 
suggesting that the Country of Făgăraş was part of 
Romania […]”. In his view, Romania was the result 
of the dismounting after which “the Transalpine 
Principality was dissolved 500 years ago” (Ion 
Codru-Drăguşanu 1980, 45), thus the same area 
Codru-Drăguşanu often called in his texts “the great 
homeland”, although he seldom looked down to the 
people from Muntenia or Oltenia, on a cultural 
alienation basis: “those from the south speak so 
quickly, as if they are striking with their lashes”, 
they are not good householders, nor religious 
people, “as they work on Sundays” (Ion Codru-
Drăguşanu 1980, 44, 47). 

George Bariţ is also split between two 
homelands in the year of the foundation of the 
Romanian state. In his letter towards the Minister of 
Cults and Public Education (the 21st of March, 
1959), the Transylvanian required a job as inspector 
for “schools from Moldavia”, a statute “that might 
be useful for my nation […] in this beautiful 
homeland”; he speaks of Transylvania, naming it 
“my old homeland” (Pascu, Pervain 1978, 134). 

 Thus, we conclude that almost all of the 
Romanian travellers from the pre-fortyeighter and 
fortyeighter generation were concerned with the 
construction of the self-images as part of the 
identity project15. The representations of the origin 
homeland, those of “the small homeland” or those 
of the official homeland (the Austrian empire for 
the Transylvanians), as well as the most often 
invoked projections of the virtual homeland – are 

                                                 
14 Romanian shepherds form the mountain.  
15 Regarding the intellectual formation of the Romanian 
intelligentsia and the subordination of its cultural 
endeavour before its political-identity one, see more 
recent papers: Alex Drace-Francis 2006; Baár 2010, 40-
45 (about Mihail Kogălniceanu). 
  . 

present, more or less, in all the traveling “relations” 
from that period. 
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Who’s Telling the Tales? 
An Analysis of the Sources of Petre Ispirescu’s Folk and Fairy Tales 

 
 

D a n i e l    G I C U
1 

 
Abstract. Seen as part of an independent oral tradition, transmitted through all ages by peasants, 

Ispirescu's tales are considered to be authentic documents of the Romanian people. But the analysis of the tales' 
sources shows us that most of the people from whom Ispirescu collected fairy tales were educated and had an 
urban origin. Because of theirs and Ispirescu's reworking of the texts, an analysis made by a historian must not 
misinterpret Ispirescu's tales as a document of an oral narrative tradition in which the social experiential world 
of agrarian lower classes has found its manifest expression. Even the stories which can be traced back to peasant 
sources must be understood more as documents of (educated) bourgeois conceptions of the experiential world of 
this social stratum. 
 
Keywords: folk and fairy tales; folkloristic; middle class; collective author; oral tradition  
 

Rezumat. Văzute ca parte a tradiţiei orale transmisă de-a lungul secolelor de către ţărani, basmele lui 
Ispirescu sunt considerate de către folclorişti ca documente autentice ale poporului român. Însă analiza 
informatorilor lui Ispirescu arată că, în marea lor majoritate, cei de la care Ispirescu a cules basme erau educaţi 
şi proveneau din mediul urban. Datorită intervenţiilor acestora, dar şi celor ulterioare ale lui Ispirescu asupra 
textelor, analiza istoricului nu trebuie să interpreteze greşit basmele lui Ispirescu ca documente ale tradiţiei orale 
ce exprimă viziunea ţăranilor asupra vieţii. Chiar şi basmele care au informatori ţărani trebuie înţelese ca 
documente ce prezintă modul în care aceştia erau imaginaţi de către clasa de mijloc. 

 
Cuvinte cheie: basme şi snoave populare; folcloristică; clasa de mijloc; autor colectiv; tradiţie orală  

 
*

Petre1 Ispirescu’s collection of fairy tales, 
Legende sau Basmele românilor [Legends or Fairy 
Tales of the Romanians, 1882] is a classic of 
Romanian literature and will remain so. That is 
beyond dispute. However, little else about one of the 
most edited Romanian books is either certain or 
uncontested.  

When it comes to thinking about folk and fairy 
tales, most Romanians think about Ispirescu’s tales. 
Such popularity has always intrigued critics, and 
advocates of various schools of thought have sought 
to analyze and interpret his tales. Foremost among 
scholars are the folklorists and literary critics. The 
efforts made by folklorists to categorize Ispirescu’s 
tales were complicated by the fact that numerous 
Romanian folklorists used the tales to explain ancient 
customs and rituals, under the assumption that the 
tales were authentic documents of the Romanian 
people. In the chapter that analyzes the folk tale from 
the school book for the Romanian language and 
literature, a case study with one of Ispirescu's fairy-
tale, Prâslea cel voinic şi merele de aur, is offered. 
Here, students find out that Ispirescu's tales, as all 
folk tales, have an anonymous and collective author 

                                                 
1 PhD in History, Gicu Daniel, University of Bucharest, 
e-mail: gicusdaniel@gmail.com 

and were transmitted through centuries by oral 
tradition (Crişan et al. 2004, 240). 

At the middle of the 19th century, when the 
activity of collecting folk tales begun in the 
Romanian provinces, these narratives were regarded 
as part on an independent oral tradition of the folk. 
This assumption is to be found in the note that 
accompanied the first fairy tale written in Romania, 
published by Nicolae Filimon in 1862, in the pages of 
the journal Ţăranul român [The Romanian peasant] 
and also in the foreword of the collector to Ispirescu's 
volume Legende şi basmele românilor, ghicitori şi 
proverburi [Legends and fairy tales of Romanians, 
riddles and proverbs, 1872]. 

But who exactly were the folk from which this 
tales were collected? For the 19th century scholars, 
the “folk”, as a primitive human contin-gent, who 
unwittingly preserved elements of a forgotten, 
superior, national poetic heritage, were the illiterate 
peasants. This was made clear in Jacob Grimm's 
Circular wegen der Aufsammlung der Volkspoesie 
[Circular Concerning the Collecting of Folk Poetry] 
printed and distributed in 1815: “A society has been 
formed which will expand throughout all Germany 
and has as its goal to salvage and collect all that there 
is in the way of song and legend from the common 
German country-people (Landvolk)” (Grimm 1815, 
5). In the same Circular, Jacob Grimm expressed his 
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preference for some social and professional 
categories, seen as better preservers of the traditions: 
“Although  there is almost no district which is 
completely devoid of folklore or stripped of it, 
nevertheless, it is provincial towns rather than big 
cities; and villages rather than provincial towns, and 
among the villages, the ones which are most of all 
quiet and impassable, located in the forest or in the 
mountains, it is these which are most endowed and 
blessed with folklore. Likewise, folklore tends to be 
more strongly retained by the members of certain 
occupations such as shepherds, fishermen and miners. 
And it is therefore preferable to question these 
individuals as well as old people, women and 
children, whose memories of transmitted folklore are 
fresh” (Grimm 1815, 7). 

In the second half of the 19th century, the 
Romanian collectors of fairy tales used the same 
definition of the folk, that is, the peasants untouched 
by literary intrusion. In the above mentioned note to 
the first fairy tale published in Romanian, Filimon 
speaks about the folk tales that made up “the 
literature of our peasants”, which are in danger of 
being lost (Filimon 1862a, 79). The fact that the word 
“folk” designated first of all the peasants is also made 
clear in B. P. Hasdeu preface to Ispirescu edition 
Legende şi basmele românilor, ghicitori şi proverburi 
(1872): “From an external point of view, the fairy 
tales in this collection have the great advantage of 
reproducing with high fidelity the villagers' way of 
speaking, without replacing it with the one more 
pedantic of the city dwellers” (Ispirescu 1872a, viii). 
With such a definition of the “folk”, one would 
expect that most of Ispirescu's informants would be 
peasants. 

According to brothers Grimms' recommend-
dations, the collector of folk literature should walk on 
foot into the country side, from village to village and 
gather tales from the peasants. This opinion was 
shared by Vasile Alecsandri, who affirmed that 
applied it when he put together his collection of 
ballads and folk poems. In the preface to his 1852 
edition of folk poems, Alecsandri affirmed: “Helped 
by some persons, especially Mr. Alecu Russo, I have 
travelled across the mountains and the plains of our 
country, collecting a great number of folk poems and 
I edited them as one of the greatest treasures of my 
fatherland.” (Alecsandri 1852). The same opinion 
was common in the second half of the 19th century 
and the beginning of the 20th (and in many circles it 
still is today) regarding the activity of the first 
collectors of Romanian folk tales. But contrary to 
popular belief, the first collectors of Romanian folk 
tales did not collect their tales by visiting peasants in 
the countryside and writing down the tales that they 
heard. This was certainly not the case with Petre 
Ispirescu, who never left Bucharest before 1881. In 

fact, we have record of only two trips beyond his 
immediate neighbour-hood. In the autumn of 1881 
Ispirescu, age 51, travelled for the first time in his life 
outside Bucharest, to Roşiorii-de-Vede. And although 
he wrote an account of this journey, which he 
published three years later in the journal Convorbiri 
literare, Ispirescu didn't mentioned that he collected 
any tale during those days, or even that he tried to do 
so (Ispirescu 1884b). By September 1881 he had 
already published a great number of his fairy tales 
and a month later, in October 1881, he began printing 
the volume Legende sau Basmele românilor. Besides 
the brief business sojourn at Roşiorii-de-Vede, 
Ispirescu made another journey for his health, in 
1883, to Câmpulung. 

In his paper Basmele române în comparaţiune 
cu legendele antice clasice şi în legătură cu basmele 
popoarelor învecinate şi ale tuturor popoarelor 
romanice (1894), a volume commissioned and 
awarded by the Romanian Academy, Lazăr Şăineanu 
considered Ispirescu's collection of fairy tales as the 
most scientific of those published until then in 
Romania, because he “never forgot to note down the 
place and the person he heard the tale from” 
(Şăineanu 1895, 188). Therefore, Şăineanu takes 
Ispirescu's collection as a point of departure for his 
analysis of the Romanian folk and fairy tales. 

In fact, when he published his first six fairy 
tales in 1862, in the journal Ţăranul român [The 
Romanian peasant], Ispirescu did not mention the 
names of those he collected the tales from. Not even 
in 1872, when he published in a volume eighteen 
tales, six of which were those published in 1862 in 
Ţăranul român, Ispirescu did not identify his sources. 
So, for 14 out of the 63 texts he published in volumes 
and journal between 1862 and 1887, Ispirescu did not 
give any information regarding those who were 
telling the tales. Likewise, he never mentions the 
sources of the anecdotes collected from the folk and 
published in 1873 and 1874 (2nd ed., rev., 1879). A 
rather puzzling situation for a collector who had 
scientific claims for his collections and who “never 
forgot to mention the name and the informant's place 
of origin”... 

It can be argued that, in Romania, at that time, 
there was no precedent for identifying sources. 
Nicolae Filimon never mentioned any information 
about the sources of the three fairy tales he published 
in 1862 in Ţăranul român, and neither did I. C 
Fundescu for the fifteen tales published in a volume 
in 1867 (I. C. Fundescu, 1875). Yet, in 1845, two 
Germans, Arthur and Albert Schott, published in 
Stuttgart a collection of Walachische Märchen, in 
which the brothers offered detailed information 
regarding the sources of their tales. Although its 
reception among Romanian intellec-tuals was not so 
enthusiastic, the volume was known by Hasdeu, who 
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wrote in the introduction to Fundescu's volume of 
folk and fairy tales (1867) regarding folk literature 
that “although their annotations and commentaries 
are erudite, because of the poor translation, the tales 
(published by the Schott brothers) can hardly offer a 
glimpse of the Romanian national spirit” (Fundescu 
1875, 14). 

For the brothers Grimm, as for Herder, the folk 
literature was anonymous, impersonal and collective. 
Its authors are nameless, always expressing the 
aspirations of the community they are a part of. Jacob 
Grimm stated in a letter to Achim von Arnim, dated 
May 20, 1811, his position on this matter most clearly 
– one that was shared wholeheartedly at the middle of 
the 19th century by folklorists from other European 
countries, inclusive Romania: “Poetry is that which 
only emanates from the soul and turns into words. 
Thus it springs continually from a natural drive and 
innate ability to capture this drive – folk poetry stems 
from the soul of the entire community (das Ganze). 
What I call cultivated poetry (Kunstpoesie) stems 
from the individual. That is why the new poetry 
names its poets; the old knows none to name. It was 
not made by one or two or three, but it is the sum of 
the entire community. We cannot explain how it all 
came together and was brought forth. But it is not any 
more mysterious than the manner in which water 
gathers in a river in order to flow together. It is 
inconceivable to me that there could have been a 
Homer or author of the Nibelungen... The old poetry 
is completely like the old language, simple and only 
rich in itself. In the old language there is nothing but 
simple words, but they are in themselves so capable 
of such great reflection and flexibility that the 
language performs wonders. The new language has 
loss innocence and has become richer outwardly, but 
this is through synthesis and coincidence, and 
therefore it sometimes needs greater preparation in 
order to express a simple sentence... Therefore, I see 
in cultivated poetry, or whatever you want to call it, 
what I designate as preparation, even though the word 
is good and does not refer to anything dead or 
mechanical. In the nature poetry there is something 
that emanates from itself” (Seitz 1984, 48). 

In the second half of the 19th century, 
Romanian amateur and professional folklorists had 
the same opinion as Jacob Grimm regarding the 
anonymous and collective creator of folk literature. 
Here is an illustrative quotation from Alecsandri's 
preface to his first edition of folk poems: “All these 
poems, without certain dating and author's name, lay 
hidden like gems among the people.” (Alecsandri 
1852) This opinion was so entrenched in the 
Romanian academic medium, that when Duiliu 
Zamfirescu questioned the idea of an anonymous and 
collective creator of folk tales and poems in his 
inaugural speech at the Romanian Academy, on May 

16, 1909, he started an ardent debate in the Romanian 
society. And almost everybody took the side of the 
collective author from the folk... 

So, one can assume that Ispirescu, as well as 
Filimon, Fundescu and other folklorists from the 
second half of the 19th century, were silent about the 
identity of their informants because they wanted to 
give the impression of the collective origin of the 
fairy tales. Why then the sudden change that appeared 
in 1874 in Ispirescu's methods of editing folk and 
fairy tales? As I have already mentioned, when he 
published tales in 1862 in Ţăranul român” and in the 
fist part of the volume Legende şi basmele românilor, 
ghicitori şi proverburi (1872), he never mentions his 
sources. The same was the case with the anecdotes 
collected from the folk and published by Ispirescu in 
1873, 1874 and 1879. But in the second part of the 
same volume, published in 1874 and 1876, Ispirescu 
mentions for some tales the name of the informant 
and the place where he heard it. From now on, 
Ispirescu will name his source for every fairy tale and 
anecdotes (with rare exceptions) published. This 
change has to do with his intellectual evolution 
during that period and with the scholars he met, some 
of them specialists on folklore. 

In the winter of the year 1868, Ispirescu and 
three other associates started a printing house called 
“Noua tipografie a laboratorilor români”. Here had 
Ispirescu the occasion to meet important names from 
the Romanian cultural scene like: Vasile Alecsandri, 
Alexandru Odobescu, Grigore Tocilescu, B. P. 
Hasdeu, G. Dem. Teodorescu, M. Gaster and so on. 
He even published some of their works, becoming 
more acquainted with the requirements of a scientific 
edition of folk literature. From 1872 he became a 
permanent contributor to Hasdeu's journal Columna 
lui Traian, which was among the first that published 
periodically folk literature, and to some other journals 
like Revista literară and Ghimpele. In 1878 he met 
Jan Urban Jarnik, a professor at the University of 
Prague, particularly interested in Romanian folklore 
(he published together with Andrei Bârseanu an 
anthology of Romanian folk songs and wrote an 
article on the language of the Romanian fairy tales) 
with whom he befriended and had a fruitfully 
correspondence in the following years. From this 
correspondence we find out that Ispirescu had read 
the most important works of the Romanian old and 
modern literature. By 1882, when he published 
Legende sau basmele românilor, which was to 
become the standard edition of his collection of fairy 
tales (where, indeed, as Lazăr Şăineanu remarked, he 
reveals the identity of each and very informant) 
Ispirescu's intellectual formation was very different 
than that of 1862, when he begun publishing fairy 
tales. 
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Let us now turn our attention to Ispirescu's 
informants and see how many of them actually were 
peasants (see Tab. 1). In the 1882 volume and later 
on, when he mentioned the tales' sources, Ispirescu 
noted that some of them were “told by” or “heard 
from” and others were “communicated by”. Based on 
this distinction, one can assume that the tales noted as 
“told by” were heard by Ispirescu with his own ears 
from the folk, while those noted as “communicated 
by” were send to him in a written form by literate 
persons who may had read them in a book or heard 
them from an illiterate member of the folk. 

Out of the 37 tales of the 1882 volume, 14 had 
the annotation: “communicated by...” Two of them 
were sent by Mr. P. Nicolescu, from Craiova, a city 
never visited by Ispirescu: Ileana Simziana (Iliane of 
the Golden Tresses, Ispirescu 1882a, 11-32) and Făt-
Frumos cel rătăcit (Prince-Charming who got lost, 
Ispirescu 1882a, 160-173). The last one was 
published for the first time in the 1882 volume, with 
the information that was communicated by P. 
Nicolescu, from Craiova, in 1862. The former was 
published in 1882 with the following note: 
“Communicated by Mr. Panait Nicolescu, from 
Craiova and published for the first time in Legende 
sau basmele românilor (1874)”. But this information 
is wrong. In the 1874 volume, Ispirescu himself 
mentions that this tale was published for the first time 
in the journal Columna lui Traian, no. 30, 1872, p. 
140. He could have made confusion, but, just as well, 
the reason could have been different: in 1872, Ileana 
Simziana is published as a “fairy tale from Oltenia”, 
“collected from the mouth of the folk by P. 
Ispirescu”. Because of this note, Ispirescu may have 
preferred the reference to the 1874 volume, where he 
noted that the tale was “told by a man from Craiova” 
(Ispirescu 1874a, 37). On the other hand, the title Mr. 
used before the man's name may show us that Panait 
Nicolescu was a member of the middle class, because 
Ispirescu never used it when he mentioned persons 
from the lower classes living in the suburbs of 
Bucharest. Instead, he always used it regarding 
persons from the middle and upper class. 

Two fairy tales were sent to Ispirescu by a 
military apothecary born in Bucharest, who spent 
several years in the garrison from Iaşi: Găinăreasa 
(The girl who was taking care of birds, Ispirescu, 
1882a, 306-312) and Hoţu împărat (The thief 
emperor, Ispirescu, 1882a, 366-379). Both tales were 
received by Ispirescu in 1874 and published in 1882. 
Other stories were sent by pupils and students: 
Aleodor împărat (Aleodor the Emperor, Ispirescu, 
1882a, 41-48), “communicated by a student in the 
secondary school, living in the suburb Duşumea, 
Bucharest, in 1875, Băiatul cel bubos şi ghigorţul 
(The boy with abscesses on his skin and the fish, 
Ispirescu 1882a, 386-392), “communicated by A. B., 

born in Bucharest, student in the 2nd year at the 
military school of Iaşi, in 1877”; and Cei trei fraţi 
neguţători (The three brothers merchants, Ispirescu 
1885c), “communicated by Petre Rădulescu, from  
Micşuneştii-Greci,  Mostiştea district, Ilfov county, in 
January 1883, student at Mihai Bravul secondary 
school”, where he was a colleague with one of 
Ispirescu's sons, George. 

Although the title of the fairy tale Poveste 
ţărănească (A peasant's tale, Ispirescu, 1882a, 253-
265) suggests a folkloric origin, the tale was send in a 
written form to Ispirescu by Jan Urban Jarnik, 
professor of Romance philology at the University of 
Vienna, who had heard it from a Romanian named 
Socaciu, who studied there. Some years later, Jarnik 
complained that, because the many changes Ispirescu 
made when he published the story in 1882, it had 
little resemblances with Socaciu's text. 

Others literate persons, members of the middle 
class, who sent tales to Ispirescu affirmed that they 
have heard them from the mouths of the folk. Thus, 
the tale Fata săracului cea isteaţă (The peasant's 
clever daughter, Ispirescu, 1882a, 174-182) was 
“communicated by Ana Brândză, who heard it in the 
surroundings of the city Iaşi”. She was the wife of the 
botanist Dr. D. Brândză, professor at the University 
of Iaşi and member of the Romanian Academy. A 
close friend, D. Brândză was among those designated 
by Ispirescu to execute his testament and take care of 
the children after his death, along with three other 
friends: Al. Odobescu (writer and professor of 
archaeology at the University of Bucharest), Petre S. 
Aurelian (in that time, head of the Minister of Public 
Works) and Gr. Tocilescu (professor of ancient 
history at the University of Bucharest). Mr. I. 
Economescu, a clerk and the son-in-law of priest 
Petre, from Mavrogheni monastery, one of the 
associates with whom Ispirescu founded in 1868 the 
printing-house “Laboratorii români”, sent to Ispirescu 
the tale  Cei trei fraţi împăraţi (The brothers, three 
emperors, Ispirescu 1882a, 266-284), which he heard 
it from an old woman living in the suburbs of 
Bucharest. The tale was published for the first time in 
the 1874 volume, were it had a different note 
regarding the source: “Told by an old woman from 
Bucharest”, a note implying that Ispirescu himself 
had heard it from the old woman. 

Some fairy tales from the 1882 volume were 
written for Ispirescu by members of his family. His 
wife, Sevastica, communicated him the tale Cele trei 
rodii aurite (The three golden pomegranates, 
Ispirescu 1882a, 357-365). Even before the marriage, 
Sevastica was a member of the middle class. She was 
the daughter of Dimache Petrescu, the master of the 
guild of footwear merchants. Even though in 1861, 
when he proposed her, Ispirescu, now an associate at 
Vasile Boerescu's printing-house was rather wealthy, 
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Dimache Petrescu first refused him, on the ground 
that he does not fit her rank. Eventually, because of 
the good references he got on Ispirescu, the father 
agreed with the marriage and offered Sevastica, as a 
wedding gift, among others, a garden with trees and 
grape vine. Published for the first time in 1874, when 
no information regarding the source was offered, the 
tale was heard by Sevastica in her childhood, around 
1858 (when she was 10 years old), from a servant 
named Joiţa, a peasant girl from a village in Ilfov 
County. 

Five tales were communicated to Ispirescu by 
his brother, George. Făt-Frumos cu carâta de sticlă 
(Prince-Charming with a carriage made of glass, 
Ispirescu 1882a, 189-198), published for the first time 
in 1882, was heard by George around 1856, from a 
shoemaker journeyman, who was working on Podul 
Beilicului. Ţugulea, fiul unchiaşului şi al mătuşei 
(Ţugulea, the son of the old couple, Ispirescu 1882a, 
313-332) was told to George Ispirescu by a peasant 
from the village Bulbucata, in Vlaşca County. 
Another tale, Voinicul cel cu cartea în mână născut 
(The brave lad born with a book in his hand, 
Ispirescu 1882a, 95-111), was collected by Petre 
Ispirescu's brother from a village in Vlaşca county. 
This doesn't necessarily mean that the tale was told 
by a peasant because Ispirescu mentions another tale 
heard by his brother in the same village, in 1868, but 
this time from a soldier. This tale, named Pasărea 
măiastră (The enchanted bird, Ispirescu, 1872a, 79-
92), was first published by Petre Ispirescu in 1872 
volume, without any mention regarding its source. 
After 1882, Ispirescu published a single tale that was 
communicated to him by a contributor: Cei trei fraţi 
neguţători. 

Let us further turn our attention to those 30  
tales published by Ispirescu between 1874-1887 that 
he claimed to have heard them directly from the 
mouth of the folk and try to find out how many of 
their sources were peasants or members of the lower 
classes. 

Some of them were told by his parents,. From 
his father, Gheorghe, he has heard five fairy tales: 
Tinereţe fără bătrâneţe şi viaţă fără de moarte (Youth 
Without Aging and Life Without Death, Ispirescu 
1882a, 1-10); Prâslea cel voinic şi merele de aur 
(Prâslea the brave and the golden apples, 81-94); 
Făt-Frumos cu părul de aur (Prince-Charming with 
golden hair, Ispirescu 1882a, 146-159);  Balaurul cel 
cu şapte capete (The seven-headed dragon, Ispirescu 
1882a, 199-204); Ciobănaşul cel isteţ sau ţurloaiele 
blendei (The Cunning Young Shepherd, Ispirescu 
1882a, 243-252). Ispirescu's father, kept a small hair-
dressing establishment in the suburb Pescăria-Veche, 
which made him, according to a statistic from the 
beginning of the 20th century, a member of the newly 
emergent middle class (Colescu 1907; Colescu 1944). 

This doesn't mean he was a wealthy man. 
Nevertheless, they could afford to move to a bigger 
house, when the number of the family members 
increased. Ispirescu did not give us any information 
regarding the persons from whom his father heard the 
tales. He may have heard them from the clients that 
came to his hair-dressing establishment. Although he 
mentions that he heard another tale, Zâna munţilor , in 
his childhood, from an apprentice in a barber's shop. 
In any case, the clients who were coming to 
Gheorghe Ispirescu's hair-dressing establishment 
would have been mostly inhabitants of Bucharest. It's 
very unlikely that they would have been peasants. 

Ispirescu's mother told him three fairy tales: 
Fata moşului cea cu minte (The old man's wise 
daughter, Ispirescu 1882a, 347-351); Porcul cel 
fermecat (The Enchanted Pig, Ispirescu 1882a, 49-
61) and Sarea în bucate (The salt in food, Ispirescu 
1887). We do not know the last name of his mother, 
Elena, of whom Petre Ispirescu was much attached, 
but we know that, by birth, she was a Transylvanian 
(Papadopol 1937, 722; The Foundling Prince, 1917, 
vii). Therefore, we can not say with certainty of 
which social stratum was she a member. But the term 
middle class defines more than a socio-professional 
category. It is a social stratum marked by a common 
system of values, a certain mentality and life style. 
And from Ispirescu's journal, we find out his mother 
insisted that her children should go to school and be 
educated and that she was the one (along with their 
father) who inoculated them bourgeois values such as 
industriousness, order and thrift. 

These stories were heard by Ispirescu in his 
childhood, between 1838 and 1847, when he was 
eight to seventeen years old. He wrote them down 20-
25 years later, in some case even after 44 years after 
he heard them. For example, the tale Sarea în bucate 
was published for the first time in 1887, in Revista 
nouă with the following note: „Told by my mother in 
1840 and written down in 1884”. Five of them were 
published for the first time in 1862 in the pages of the 
journal Ţăranul român and in the 1872 volume 
without any mentioning regarding the tales sources. 

Some of Ispirescu's informants were students 
and schoolboys. In 1868, he heard the tale Cele  
douăsprezece fete de împărat şi palatul cel fermecat 
(The Twelve Princess and the Fairy Palace, 
Ispirescu, 1882a, 229-242) told by a young man from 
Transylvania, a student at the University of 
Bucharest. The tale was first published in 1882. The 
boy from the suburb Duşumea who sent Ispirescu the 
fairy tale Aleodor împărat in 1875, when he was a 
student in the secondary school, had told him several 
years earlier, while he was still in the primary school, 
the fairy tale Ioviţă, Făt-Frumos (Ioviţă, Prince-
Charming, Ispirescu 1883a, 54-72), published by 
Ispirescu a decade later, in 1883. 
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Some of Ispirescu's acquaintances, members of 
the middle class, also told him tales that he published 
years later after he had heard them. Mr. Petru 
Jeorjean, another fellow-workman with whom 
Ispirescu founded in 1868 the printing-house 
“Laboratorii români”, told him the tale Un diavol ca 
nealţii (A devil like no other, Ispirescu, 1883a, 40-
53). His wife, Ms. Jeorjean, told Ispirescu in June 
1877 the tale Broasca ţestoasă cea fermecată (The 
enchanted turtle, Ispirescu, 1882a, 33-40). And an 
old actress, “a Romanian from Bucharest” told the 
tale Fata cu pieze rele (The girl who brought bad 
luck, Ispirescu, 1882a, 393-400). 

Out of the 30 tales published by Ispirescu 
between 1874 and 1887 with notes regarding the 
informants, 12 were heard from the inhabitants of the 
suburbs of Bucharest. One of them, Zâna munţilor 
(The Fairy of the Mountains, Ispirescu, 1882a, 183-
188), was heard in his childhood, from a barber's 
apprentice, most likely in his father's barber's shop. 
He published it for the first time in 1872, without any 
information regarding the tale's source. Another place 
where Ispirescu met inha-bitants of the suburbs who 
told him tales was the printing-house. Here he met 
Tache Mencicof, “an inhabitant of the suburb 
Tirchileşti, worker at the printing press, who got his 
nickname from a long coat that he once wore”. He 
told him three tales:  Lupul cel năzdrăvan şi Făt-
Frumos (The wonder wolf and Prince-Charming, 
Ispirescu, 1882a, 72-80), Zâna Zânelor (The Queen 
of the Fairies, Ispirescu, 1882a, 211-217) and Coman 
Vânătorul (Coman the hunter, Ispirescu 1882c). All 
of them were published for the first time in 1882, 
without mentioning the year in which Ispirescu had 
heard them. Because they were included in the 
volumes previous to 1876, we can assume that the 
tales were told between 1876 and 1882, a period in 
which Ispirescu had its own printing-house. So, 
Mencicof was probably one of Ispirescu's employees. 
The same was the case of two more tales, Fata de 
împărat şi fiul văduvei (The princess and the son of 
the widow, Ispirescu, 1882a, 352-356) and Un basm 
mitologic (A mythological fairy tale, Ispirescu 
1882b), told by a man living at the edge of Bucharest, 
near the stockyard, worker at the printing-press. 
Another man living at the edge of Bucharest, near the 
stockyard told him the tale Tăleruş (Ispirescu 1874a, 
112-127). Printed in 1874, the tale was not included 
in the 1882 volume. 

Leonida Tănăsescu, from the suburb Dudescu, 
told Ispirescu two tales: Voinicul cel fără de tată (The 
brave lad without a father, Ispirescu, 1882a, 120-
132) and Luceafărul de ziuă şi luceafărul de noapte 
(The morning star and the evening star, Ispirescu, 
1882a, 380-385). Although he had heard the former 
in 1873, Ispirescu didn't published it in the 1874 and 
1876 volume, but only in 1882. The latter was heard 

in 1874 and published in the 1876 volume. Mihalache 
Constantinescu, from the suburb Delea-Veche, told 
him in 1876 two tales: Greuceanu (Ispirescu 1882a, 
218-228) and George cel viteaz (George, Brave Boy, 
Ispirescu 1882a, 133-145). The list of the informants 
from the suburbs of Bucharest is completed by a 
seamstress, who told him one tale. Piciul ciobănaşul 
şi pomul cel fără căpătâi (The little shepherd and the 
never-ending tree, Ispirescu 1874a, 127-144) was 
printed for the first time in the 1874 volume, never to 
be reprinted again. She probably worked from time to 
time in Ispirescu's house, making clothes for his 
family. 

In 1876, Ispirescu heard five tales from Mihai 
Constantin, a soldier in the 1st infantry regiment, from 
the village Bălăciţa, Dumbrava district, Mehedinţi 
county: Copiii văduvului şi iepurele, vulpea, lupul şi 
ursul (The widower's children, the rabbit, the fox, the 
wolf and the bear, Ispirescu, 1882a, 333-346);  
Înşir'te mărgăritari (The Golden Twins, Ispirescu 
1882a, 62-71); Cotoşman Năzdrăvanu (Tomcat the 
Wizard, Ispirescu 1882a, 285-294); Cei trei fraţi 
dornici (The three brothers who set forth to find 
themselves  wives, 1876c) and Cei trei fraţi săraci 
(The three poor brothers, Ispirescu 1883a, 25-39). 
The first three were published in the 1882 volume, 
while the last one in the 1883 volume. Only one of 
them was published in 1876, in the journal Columna 
lui Traian and it was never included in the following 
volumes. 

So far we never mentioned a tale that Ispirescu 
claimed to have heard directly from a peasant. But 
during Ispirescu's lifetime (and afterward), the 
current opinion, fuelled by the Master Printer himself, 
was that the tales were written and edited exactly as 
they were told by the peasants. In the collector's 
foreword to the 1872 volume, where he does not 
mention the tales' sources, Ispirescu affirms that 
“some of these fairy tales were printed in 1862, in the 
journal Ţăranul român. They were then collected 
from the mouth of the folk”. (Ispirescu 1872a, v) Of 
course, this assertion is not exactly true since, ten 
years later, when he reprints the six tales in volume 
(1882), Ispirescu says that he had heard them from 
his parents. The introduction to the 1872 volume was 
written by B. P. Hasdeu, who called attention to the 
importance of this collection of tales, and spoke of 
the beauty of their form as well as the value of their 
content. He praises the tales because their language 
“reproduces with high fidelity the peasants’ way of 
speaking, and not that of the urban dwellers”. By 
reading them, affirms Hasdeu, “one is carried away to 
the countryside with its healthy air, where the 
expressions are as vivid as the heat of the sun, the 
cold of the winter and the strength of the wind” 
(Hasdeu 1872, viii) In a letter addressed by 
Alecsandri to Ispirescu, published as a preface to the 
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1882 volume, he thinks that one of the greatest merits 
of Ispirescu was that he managed to “retain  the tales' 
poetic naivety, that of the language of storytellers 
who tell tales at the peasants' bees” (Alecsandri 1882, 
3-4). 

Taking into account these considerations, one 
will be surprised to discover that only two of the tales 
Ispirescu published were told to him by peasants. 
From a peasant living in Colentina, a village nearby 
Bucharest, who was actually a worker at the printing-
press (again, probably one of Ispirescu's employees), 
he heard Numai cu vitele se scoate sărăcia din casă 
(Only with cattle can one leave poverty behind, 
Ispirescu 1882a, 205-210). The tale was published for 
the first time in 1880 in Albumul macedo-român with 
the complete title Din poveştile unchiaşului sfătos. 
Numai cu vitele se scoate sărăcia din casă and it was 
signed by Petre Ispirescu, compositor and printer. 
Another tale, Împăratul cel fără-de-lege (The 
emperor without any law, Ispirescu 1883a, 3-24) was 
published in the 1883 volume with the following 
note: “Told by an old man from the village Grid”. But 
since Ispirescu never travelled to that region of the 
country – the village is in Hunedoara County – the 
man must have been only born in Grid and at the time 
when he told Ispirescu the tale, he was living and 
working in Bucharest for several years. 

It would be useful now to see from whom 
Ispirescu collected his anecdotes and other folktales. 
As we have mentioned above, in the first two editions 
of the volume Anecdotes and folktales, collected from 
the mouth of the folk by a compositor and printer 
(Ispirescu 1873; 1874b; 1879) Ispirescu did not 
mention the folktales' sources. However, beginning 
with the year 1883, Ispirescu mentions the sources for 
the anecdotes and folktales that he published in 
volumes and in the pages of different journals. With 
one possible exception (in a note to the anecdote 
Advocatul gonit din Rai, published in 1883, in the 
volume Basme, snoave şi glume), Ispirescu mentions 
that “it was told by a man from Transylvania), all 
were members of the middle class (see Tab. 2): Mr. 
Jeorjean, from Bucharest, one of the associates with 
whom Ispirescu established the printing-house “Noua 
tipografie a laboratorilor români”, who also narrated 
a fairy tale, told him four anecdotes. Mr. Dim. 
Mirescu, a professor, told him two anecdotes. The 
same number of anecdotes told Mr. Panaitescu, a 
student from Râmnicul-Sărat. Mr. Viţu, professor at 
the University of Bucharest and Mr. I. Caragiani, 
professor at the University of Iaşi told him an 
anecdote and, respectively, a folktale. Another 
professor, Mr. I. Manliu, also told him an anecdote. 
Ispirescu heard anecdotes and folktales from Dr. Z. 
Petrescu, Dr. M. Gaster, Mr. Pache Protopopescu, 
Mr. Frăţilă, Mr. Ilie Nisipeanu, from Vâlcea and a 
man from Transylvania. When he was 12 wears old 

and a student in the 1st year at “Mihai-Bravul” 
Secondary School, his son, George, told him one 
anecdote. 

As the analysis of Ispirescu's informants 
showed us, we are dealing, most of the time, with 
people from the – well-placed – middle class. But 
from the fact that Ispirescu's “immediate sources” 
were with few exceptions well-placed members of the 
middle class, one should in no way conclude that the 
stories were transmitted only in these circles and have 
nothing to say about the common folk, whether in 
their context or the manner of their transmission. It 
can be argued that, when they did not get them from 
books, the eloquent narrators whose tales Ispirescu 
adapted drew their inspiration from the oral tradition 
of the simplest people: domestic servants, peasants, 
herders and carters. And that was also probably the 
level of society in which these stories were taken up 
and passed on.  

If we exclude the contributors who were of the 
middle class, then there remain only a few 
contributors who belonged to the folk, and thus only 
a few tales that were actually taken from the mouths 
of the people. 

We will begin our analysis with the two tales 
collected by Ispirescu from the mouth of the peasants 
and see if they can give one a picture of the 
Romanian peasant and his surroundings. In Numai cu 
vitele se scoate sărăcia din casă, a peasant named 
Neagoe, although was industrious and hard-working, 
lived in beggary because the Poverty made her nest in 
his house and refused to leave. Desperate, the poor 
peasant asks a wealthy shepherd to be the godfather 
of his new born child. The shepherd gives his 
godchild as a christening gift a sheep. Only with the 
products of this animal manages Neagoe to send 
away the Poverty, and not through hard work. But the 
intervention of Ispirescu is evident in the moral from 
the end of the tale: “You see, only with cattle can a 
man send away poverty from his house.” 

Împăratul cel fără-de-lege is a version of type 
AT 706 about a girl whose hands were cut off by her 
father. Heard by Ispirescu from an old man from 
Grid, who probably lived and worked in Bucharest, 
this tale is similar with the story from the chapbook 
The history of Genoveve of Brabant, printed by G. 
Pleşoianu in 1838 (a translation of a French medieval 
tale). The chapbook was so popular that it was 
reprinted in 1847, 1860, 1862, 1868, 1876 and so on. 
A slightly changed edition was printed in Craiova, in 
1879. So it is possible that the old man from Grid 
would have read it or heard it from others who read it 
in a book. In fact, the story was older than Pleşoianu's 
translation and it can be found in a manuscript from 
1760. The tale published by Ispirescu was identical 
with that from the 1760 manuscript, except for the 
fact that the role of the stepmother, who was 
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persecuting the heroine, is taken now by her natural 
father. 

Several contributors offered Ispirescu tales 
which they claimed they had collected from the 
mouths of the peasants.  His brother George told 
Petre Ispirescu two tales that he heard from peasants 
from Vlaşca County: Ţugulea, fiul unchiaşului şi al 
mătuşii , published for the first time in 1876 and 
reprinted in 1882 and Voinicul cel cu cartea în mână 
născut, published for the first time in 1882. He does 
not mention the year when he heard the stories, but it 
may be 1868 because in that year George Ispirescu 
heard a story from a soldier from the same village, 
Bulbucata, in Vlaşca County. In its first half, 
Ţugulea, fiul unchiaşului şi al mătuşii  is the tale 
about the battle at the bridge with three dragons (AT 
300 A); the story is continued with the tale about the 
extraordinary companions (AT 513). The tale is very 
similar with Omul-de-flori-cu-barba-de-mătasă sau 
Povestea lui Făt-Frumos (The Man of flowers with a 
silky beard, or The story of Prince-Charming), 
published by Nicoale Filimon in 1862, and included 
by I. C. Fundescu in his 1867 volume of fairy tales 
with a different name (Spaima zmeilor) and without 
any mention regarding its source. The beginning of 
Ispirescu's tale is different and in the end it is added 
the episode with the grateful animals: to show their 
gratitude, an eagle and a bear restore the hero back to 
life, after he was killed by his envious brothers. But 
several passages from the two stories are identical, as 
is, for example, the meeting with the extraordinary 
companions (three on Filimon's story and six in that 
of Ispirescu).  Here is the passage in Filimon's tale 
(reproduced word by word in Fundescu's volume): 
“On the road, Prince-Charming met a man who was 
eating the bread from nine ovens and still 
complaining that he is hungry. Prince-Charming 
looked at him and started wandering. - I am no fine 
fellow, said the man to him, a fine fellow is Prince-
Charming, who has killed three dragons, their wives 
and the mother of the dragons. - That's me, said 
Prince-Charming. - If you're the one take me along, 
maybe I'll be able to help you” (Filimon 1862c, 328; 
Fundescu 1875, 36). This passage was reproduced 
almost identical in the tale published by Ispirescu: 
“Meantime Ţugulea went about his business. He met 
a man who kept shouting that he was nearly dead 
with hunger. So he approached to see what kind of a 
man he might be. And what should he see? A man 
like any other ordinary man walking behind seven 
ploughs that were working while he never stopped 
shouting that he was hungry. - A fine brave fellow 
you are, man, gulping the furrows of these seven 
ploughs and still complaining of hunger! Ţugulea 
said in a friendly way. - I am no fine fellow, the 
hungry one answered, a fine fellow is Ţugulea, the 
son of the old couple, who has killed the giantess and 

her daughters and son-in-law. - That's me, said 
Ţugulea. - If you're the one take me along, maybe I'll 
be able to help you” (Ispirescu 1882a, 320). 

In Voinicul cel cu cartea în mână născut, to 
free a princess from evil spirits, the hero subjected 
himself to three nights of torment in her castle (AT 
401 A). This story is mixed with type AT 400; the 
quest for a lost bride. The intervention of his brother 
George, or of Petru Ispirescu himself in this tale, is 
made obvious by the importance that reading has in 
the story. The hero manages to surpass all the 
torments, complete the tasks and marry the princess 
by doing nothing but reading from a book. As one 
can see from his journal, Petre Ispirescu, had a real 
cult for education and books, inoculated to him by his 
mother. This was probably true also for his brother. 

The tale Cele trei rodii aurite was told to 
Ispirescu by his wife Sevastica, who heard in her 
childhood, around 1858 (when she was ten years old) 
from a servant, Joiţa, a peasant girl from a village in 
Ilfov county. Published for the first time in 1874 and 
reprinted in the 1882 volume, the tale is a variant of 
type AT 403. In the beginning, the hero says “good 
day brother” to a dragon, cleans a well and some 
rusty doors and helps a woman to clean an oven. 
Grateful, these help him to obtain the three golden 
pomegranates. In the second part of the tale, the 
persecuted fairy transforms herself in an enchanted 
bird, from whose blood grows an enchanted fir. The 
spell was broken when the pin that the evil servant 
had stabbed in the fairy's hair was found in a fir chip. 

The tale Cei trei fraţi neguţători was 
“communicated by Petre Rădulescu, from the village 
Micşuneşti-Greci, Mostiştea district, Ilfov County, a 
student at the Mihai Bravul secondary school, in 
January 1883”, and published in 1885, in the journal 
Revista literară. The tale may have been written by 
Petre Rădulescu as a homework assign-ment, a 
practice quite common in those times. It was in this 
way that Ion Micu Moldovan, professor at the high-
school from Blaj, gathered his collection of folk and 
fairy tales. Ispirescu knew these tales; he had read 
them together with J. Urban Jarnik, as we find out 
from one of his letters to the Czech philologist, dated 
May 4/16, 1879 (Ispirescu 1971, 659). Cei trei fraţi 
neguţători is a version of tale type AT 613, about 
truth and falsehood. Similar versions of this tale type 
were printed by Vasile Stănescu Arădanul in 1860 
and were among the tales of Moldovan's collection. 
As one may expect from a text written by a student in 
the secondary school (and not necessarily from an 
oral tale told by a peasant), the message of the tale, 
explicit in the last line, is highly moral: torn into 
pieces by devils, the elder brothers of the hero, who, 
envious on his success, blinded him, “got what they 
deserved”. Taken from chapbooks and revised by 
Ispirescu, these tales that he heard from peasants, or 
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were sent to him by contributors who had heard them 
from peasants, hardly express the needs and wishes of 
the Romanian peasantry from the second half of the 
19th century. 

All the greater importance therefore attaches to 
the person of the soldier Mihai Constantin, one of 
Ispirescu's informants with the richest repertoire of 
tales, who told him five (according to some scholars, 
seven) fairy tales. Soldiers were consi-dered to be 
among the best keepers of folklore. Had he, then, 
provided stories from the oral tradition? To be sure, 
we do not know much about Mihai Constantin, only 
that he was born in the village Bălăciţa, Dumbrava 
district, Mehedinţi County, that he was a soldier in 
the 1st infantry regiment and that he was in Bucharest 
in 1876, when he told Ispirescu the tales. Corneliu 
Bărbulescu thinks that Mihai Constantin is the same 
person with Mihalache Constantinescu, from the 
suburb Delea-Veche, Bucharest, who told Ispirescu 
the tale George cel viteaz and in 1876 the tale 
Greuceanu, both of them published for the first time 
in the 1882 volume (Bărbulescu 1969, XLVIII, LII-
LIII). Ispirescu's note that the tale Greuceanu was 
“told by Mihalache Constantin from the suburb 
Delea-Veche, Bucharest” made probably Bărbulescu 
suppose that this is the same soldier who already told 
him five tales, now retired and living in a suburb of 
Bucharest. But he makes a confusion because, from 
the same note we find out that Ispirescu heard 
Greuceanu from Mihalache Constantin in 1876, and 
not in 1878, as Bărbulescu affirms. 

Unfortunately, we do not have the original 
versions of these tales. Still, with these tales collected 
from the mouth of a soldier one can hope to be able 
to perceive the wishes and needs of the folk. In its 
first part, the tale Copiii văduvului şi iepurele, vulpea, 
lupul şi ursul is similar with a tale published in 1867 
by I. C. Fundescu, N-aude, n-avede; then, it continues 
with one of Ispirescu's tale, Balaurul cel cu şapte 
capete, published in 1862, as Ispirescu himself 
noticed in an article on Romanian and French fairy 
tales, published in 1877 in the journal Columna lui 
Traian. Înşir-te, mărgăritari  is the same tale as the 
one from Fundescu's collection entitled Înşirte 
mărgărite. Cotoşman năzdrăvanu (AT 545 B), a tale 
for which Ispirescu does not mention the year when 
he had heard it, was already published in 1881, in 
Calendarul basmelor şi al legendelor populare for 
the year 1882, collected from the mouth of the folk by 
N. D. Popescu. The tale is entitled there Peneş 
împărat (Calendarul basmelor, 1881, 43-51). In Cei 
trei fraţi săraci (AT 550 A), three poor brothers set 
forth to seek better luck. An old man gave one of 
them a grapevine, the second a herd of sheep, and the 
third a bride; he counselled each one to be hospitable 
with travellers. Disguised, the old man returned to 
each of the brothers, the fist two rejected him, and 

they lost their fortunes. The third treated him with 
kindness, and receive even greater wealth. The tale 
Cei trei fraţi dornici published in 1876 in Columna 
lui Traian with the subtitle “A fairy tale from 
Oltenia”, never to be reprinted again, was told by 
Mihai Constantin in 1876. The story is made up of 
different fragments from different types. The 
beginning is similar with that of the tale Broasca 
ţestoasă cea fermecată (AT 402): Advised by a 
witch, three poor sons throw spears to determine 
which way they should go to find a wife. The 
youngest boy spear lead him to a lake, which meant 
that he was destined to marry a princess from a 
kingdom over the seas. The youngest and the elder 
brother set forth to find the princess. The next 
fragment is from the tale type AT 310, about a girl 
locked in a tower or a castle by her father, to prevent 
her to meet the one destined to be her husband. The 
brothers killed the princess guard, a wonder bird 
named Dale, whose heart was in three bugs, in the 
heart of a quail, inside a lead box. The story 
continues as in type AT 516, with the elder brother in 
the role of the faithful servant. Nicolae Filimon had 
published in 1862 in the journal Ţăranul român a 
version of this type named Omul de piatră (Filimon 
1862b, 271-272). 

Trying not to limit our discussion to the five 
tales told by Mihai Constantin, we will further take a 
closer look at the two tales reported by Ispirescu as 
told by Mihalache Constantinescu. George cel viteaz 
is and adapted version of a chapbook called 
Linderik's adventures, a translation of a work by Al. 
Dumas. The chapbook was printed in the printing-
house were Ispirescu worked. In a book of personal 
memories published three years after the Master 
Printer's death, a colleague of him testifies that in the 
printing-house where Ispirescu worked, no book was 
printed until he himself had read the revised 
manuscript and made the last corrections (Roşca 
1890, 28-29). So Ispirescu must have known the 
chapbook Linderik's adventures. But although it must 
have been clear to him that Mihalache Constantinescu 
told him an adapted version of the story from 
Linderik's adventures, he had no problem to publish it 
in a volume of fairy tales “collected from the mouth 
of the folk”. The other tale heard by Ispirescu from 
Mihalache Constantinescu in 1876 is Greuceanu, 
published for the first time in 1880 in Aurora. An 
Almanac for the year 1881 with no information 
regarding its source, except for the following note: 
“A fairy tale from the rich collection of Mr. P. 
Ispirescu (the compositor and printer)” (Aurora 1880, 
21-25); the tale was reprinted in the 1882 volume 
with an indication regarding its source: “Told by 
Mihalache Constantin, from the suburb Delea-Veche, 
Bucharest, in 1876”. Greuceanu is a version of type 
AT 300 A, about the battle on the bridge with three 
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dragons, a fragment that also appears in Filimon's tale 
Omul-de-flori-cu-barba-de-mătasă (1862) and in 
Fundescu's tale Spaima zmeilor (1867). 

As we have seen, in Mihai Constantin's tales 
(this is also the case of the two tales told by 
Mihalache Constantinescu) it is a matter of varying 
familiar themes and combinations of motifs that in 
part were already set. It does not appear improbable 
that the soldier had any knowledge about such things. 
In the preface to the 3rd edition of his volume  Fairy 
tales, wedding speeches, anecdotes and riddles 
(1875), Fundescu affirms that, because the 1st edition 
of 1867 was sold out, one of the most important 
publishers of that time, Mr. Socec bought the rights to 
print and distribute the 2nd edition. This edition also 
had a commercial success, so that in 1875, Socec 
printed and distributed a 3rd edition of Fundescu's 
collection of fairy tales. The low price of Fundescu's 
volume and others chapbooks and popular almanacs 
made it possible even for rather poor members of the 
lower classes, like Mihai Constantin or other 
inhabitants of Bucharest's suburbs, to have access to 
such books. And because reading aloud was popular 
in that time, it was not even a necessary condition 
that Mihai Constantin could read and write. He could 
have heard the stories from his literate colleagues. 
Therefore, he does not appear, with his repertoire, to 
bear testimony to the contemporary oral tradition 
among the people, more in any case than Ispirescu's 
middle class contributors, who were also familiar 
with the literature of the times. 

It has become clear by now that Ispirescu's 
tales were subjected to a manifold filtering which 
must be considered and taken into account. First of 
all, under the influence of model versions produced 
by Nicolae Filimon and of the specialists on folk 
literature he met, Ispirescu was from the beginning 
only interested in texts that were well told, artistically 
appealing, and free of obscenity and class hatred. 
Therefore, he necessarily came into contact only with 
contributors who were eloquent, educated, and 
familiar with the artistic fairy-tale tradition. Second, 
these contributors, for their part, passed on to 
Ispirescu only those texts that they considered 
appropriate in view of his criteria. Third, the servant, 
carters, and so on who confided their texts to 
Ispirescu's contributors were undoubtedly very 
careful not to present to their masters texts that were 
obscene or expressed class hatred or resentment. 

Thus, after self-censorship by the actual tellers, 
there followed a process of selection and slight 
reworking of the texts by the contributors (as is 
especially demonstrable in the texts provided by 
George Ispirescu), and thereupon there was further 
selection and, in some cases, thorough reworking by 
Ispirescu. Then these texts were published, in part, 
and the published texts underwent more or less major 

revision from one edition to the next during 
Ispirescu's lifetime. 

Despite the fact that the words “collected as 
they are told by the folk” occurred in the title of all 
his collections of tales, Petre Ispirescu was not 
merely a collector of “pure” folk and fairy tales, he 
was a creative artist by mixing different variants of a 
known tale to form either a new variant or an ideal 
type. What concerned Ispirescu – and other amateur 
and professional folklorists from the second half of 
the 19th century – was to create a facsimile of the folk 
manner and tone of storytelling. Therefore, one of the 
instances of changes made by Ispirescu in the stories' 
texts was the addition of folk sayings and curious 
figures of speech. This deliberate effort to incorporate 
proverbial expressions into the texts of the stories 
represented an attempt to conform certain tales to a 
style that reflects folk speech and, at the same time, 
to improve the telling of the stories from an artistic 
point of view. Because, like everyone else who 
collected folklore in the second half of the 19th 
century, Ispirescu wanted to create a monument in 
honour of the Romanian cultural heritage, thus 
bringing fame and renown to Romania through his 
tales. 

In the same time, Ispirescu tended to make the 
tales more proper for popular audiences by offering 
moral values and models of behaviour. Thus, he 
made major changes while editing the tales, 
eliminating erotic and sexual changes that might be 
offensive to middle class morality, adding numerous 
Christian expressions and references, and 
emphasizing specific role models for male and female 
protagonists in accordance with the dominant 
patriarchal code of that time. Ispirescu himself was an 
eminent representative of the bourgeoisie. Despite the 
low social status of his father and the fact he had little 
education, Ispirescu tried to ascend the social ladder 
through the acquisition of the proper credentials and 
social skills that would contribute to his standing and 
prestige. He was a devout Christian; industrious, 
moral, dedicated to his family, methodological, 
highly disciplined, and law-abiding; believed in the 
principles of Enlightenment; cultivated his manners, 
speech, and dress, which made him acceptable among 
other members of the bourgeois class. Time and 
again, in his letters, in his Journal and in his fairy 
tales, one comes across bourgeois virtues such as 
industriousness, order, and thrift, as values to be 
cherished both within the family and society. 
Moreover, Ispirescu structured the fairy tales 
according to a functional scheme that enables an 
individual to prove his merits, rise in social status, 
and achieve success through cunning and 
industriousness. Therefore, even the few tales which 
can be traced back to peasant sources must be 
understood more as documents of (educated) 
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bourgeois conceptions of the experiential world of 
this social stratum.  
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1969 ductive study”. In: Ispirescu 
Petre, Opere, vol. I, Bucharest: 
EPL, 1969, p. v-lxxxv 

Ispirescu 1971 Ispirescu's correspondence 
with Jan Urban Jarnik. In: 
Ispirescu Petre, Opere, vol. II, 
Bucharest: EPL (1971), p. 

659-717.  
Papadopol 
1937 

Papadopol, Paul I., „Petre 
Ispirescu. Viaţa şi opera”. In: 
Ispirescu Petre, Bucăţi alese, 
Bucharest: Cultura Româ-
nească (1937), p. vii-xxiv. 

 
  

Tabel 1. Ispirescu's informants for his tales 
I. His father 1. Tinereţe fără bătrâneţe şi viaţă fără de moarte; 

2.  Prâslea cel voinic şi merele de aur; 

3.  Balaurul cel cu şapte capete; 

4.  Făt-Frumos cu părul de aur; 

5. Ciobănaşul cel isteţ sau ţurloaiele blendei. 

II. His mother 6.  Fata moşului cea cu minte; 
7.  Porcul cel fermecat; 
8.  Sarea în bucate. 

III. His brother, George 9.  Pasărea măiastră; 
10.  Ţugulea, fiul unchiaşului şi al mătuşii;  
11.  Făt-Frumos cu carâta de sticlă; 
12.  Voinicul cel cu cartea în mână născut. 

A. Family 

IV. His wife, Sevastia 13. Cele trei rodii aurite. 

V. P. Nicolescu, from 
Craiova 

14.  Ileana Simziana; 
15.  Făt-Frumos cel rătăcit. 

VI.  I. Economescu 16. Cei trei fraţi împăraţi. 

VII. A young man from 
Transylvania, student in 
Bucharest 

17.  Cele douăsprezece fete de împărat şi palatul cel 
fermecat. 

VIII. A military 
apothecary from 
Bucharest, who spent 
several years in the 
garrison from Iaşi 

18.  Găinăreasa; 
19.  Hoţu împărat. 

IX. A. B., born in 
Bucharest, student in 
the 2nd year at the 
Military School from 
Iaşi 

20.  Băiatul cel bubos şi ghigorţul. 
 
 
 

X. Jan Urban Jarnik, 
professor at the 
University of Vienna  

21.  Poveste ţărănească. 

XI. An old actress from 
Bucharest  

22.  Fata cu pieze rele. 

XII. Ana Brândză (the 
wife if the academician 
D. Brândză) 

23.  Fata săracului cea isteaţă. 

B. Other members of 
the middle-class 

XIII. Mr. Petru 
Jeorjean, from 
Bucharest 

24.  Un diavol ca nealţii  
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XIV. Ms.  Jeorjean, 
from Bucharest 

25.  Broasca ţestoasă cea fermecată. 

XV. A journeyman in a 
barber's shop 

26.  Zâna munţilor. 

XVI. A seamstress from 
Bucharest  

27.  Piciul ciobănaşul şi pomul cel fără de căpătâi 

XVII. A man from the 
suburb Obor, Bucharest 

28.  Tăleruş 

XVIII.  Leonida 
Tănăsescu, from the 
suburb Dudescu,  
Bucharest 

29.  Luceafărul de ziuă şi luceafărul de noapte; 
30.  Voinicul cel fără de tată. 

XIX. Mihalache 
Constantinescu, from 
the suburb Delea-
Veche, Bucharest 

31.  George cel viteaz; 
32.  Greuceanu. 
 

XX. Mihai Constantin, 
a soldier in the 1st 
infantry regiment, from 
the village Bălăciţa,  
Dumbrava district, 
Mehedinţi county 

33.  Copiii văduvului şi iepurele, vulpea, lupul şi ursul; 
34.  Înşir-te mărgăritari;  
35.  Cotoşman năzdrăvanu; 
36.  Cei trei fraţi dornici, 
37.  Cei trei fraţi săraci. 

XXI. A pupil in primary 
school, from the suburb  
Duşumea, Bucharest 

38.  Aleodor împărat; 
39.  Ioviţă Făt-Frumos. 

XXII. A man living at 
the edge of Bucharest, 
near the stockyard, 
worker at the printing-
press 

40.  Fata- de împărat şi fiul văduvei; 
41.  Un basm mitologic. 

C. Inhabitants of 
Bucharest's suburbs 

XXIII. Tache Mencicof, 
worker at the printing-
house, living in 
Tirchileşri, a suburb of 
Bucharest, who got his 
nickname from a long 
coat that he once wore 

42. Lupul cel năzdrăvan şi Făt-Frumos; 
43.  Zâna zânelor; 
44.  Coman vânătorul. 

 
 
XXIV. A peasant from 
the village Colentina, 
worker at the printing- 
house 

 
 
45.  Numai cu vitele se scoate sărăcia din casă. 

XXV. An old man from 
the village Grid 

46. Împăratul cel fără-de-lege. 

 
 
D. Peasants 

XXVI. Petre  
Rădulescu, from the 
village  Micşuneşti-
Greci, district 
Mostiştea, county Ilfov, 
a student at “Mihai 

47. Cei trei fraţi neguţători. 
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Bravu” secondary 
school 

E. Tales without any 
informant mentioned 

48. Fata de împărat şi pescarul; 49. Bărbatul cel harnic; 50. Glasul morţii ; 51. 
Bogdan Viteazul; 52.  Împăratul şerpilor; 53. Mogârzea şi fiul său; 54. Măzărel 
împărat; 55.  Sufletul; 56. Fiul vânătorului; 57.  Tatăl, mama şi puiul de leu; 58. 
Dunăre voinicul; 59. Baba cea înţeleaptă; 60. Întâmplările lui Păcală; 61. 
Răvăşelul spânului. 

 
 
Table 2. Ispirescu's informants for his anecdotes 
I. His son, G. Ispirescu, age 12, a student in 
the 1st year at “Mihai-Bravul” Secondary 
School 

1. Câtea-n varză 

II. Mr. Vi ţu, professor  at the University of 
Bucharest 

2. Copilul cel isteţ 

III. Mr. I Caragiani, professor  at the 
University of Iaşi 

3. Bogăţia şi veselia 

IV. Mr. Dim. Mirescu, professor 4. Judecata vulpei; 
5. Multe meşteşuguri, nu foloseşte totdeauna. 

V. Mr. I. Manliu, professor 6. Cum cugetă sasul 

VI. Dr. Z. Petrescu 7. Ţapul şi şarpele 

VII. Dr. Gaster 8. Gazda norocului 

VIII. Mr. Pache Protopopescu 9. Tifla sub giubea 

IX. Mr. P. Jeorjean, a printer from Bucharest 10. De ce nu mai au saşii sfinţi; 
11. Popa, călugărul şi turcul; 
12. Ispravnicul pocăit;  
13. Copilul şi şarpele. 

X. Mr. Frăţilă 14. Finul popii 

XI. Mr. Ilie Nisipeanu from Vâlcea 15. An untitled anecdote 

XII. Mr.  Panaitescu, a student from 
Râmnicul-Sărat 

16-17. Two untitled anecdotes 

XIII. A man from Transylvania 18. Avocatul gonit din Rai 
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When Passion is Stronger than Death... 
Zsófia Torma’s Reflections 

 
 

L a u r a    C O L T O F E A N
1 

 
Abstract. The purpose of this article is to reconstruct the personality and life of a remarkable woman, 

Zsófia Torma (1840-1899), a pioneering Transylvanian archaeologist, who broke the conventions of her time 
and, with the risk of being ridiculed and humiliated, dedicated herself to archaeological research, making 
groundbreaking discoveries that challenged and still challenge the scientific world. The aspects presented in this 
paper are based on the translation, analysis and interpretation of one of Zsófia Torma’s unpublished diaries, 
which dates from her final years and offers us valuable information about her life, attitude in front of Death, 
thoughts, feelings, frustrations, problems, scientific imagery, allowing us to discover the woman behind the 
artefacts, theories, controversies and myths. 
 
Keywords: Zsófia Torma, diary, Turdaş, death, personal notes, socio-cultural aspects 
 

Rezumat. Scopul acestui articol este de a reconstitui viaţa şi personalitatea unei femei remarcabile, Zsófia 
Torma (1840-1899), un pionier al arheologiei, care, încălcând conveţiile epocii sale cu riscul de a fi ridiculizată 
şi umilită, s-a dedicat cercetării arheologice, realizând descoperiri ce au provocat şi încă provoacă ample 
dezbateri în lumea ştiinţifică. Aspectele prezentate în cadrul acetui articol se bazează pe traducerea, analiza şi 
interpretarea unuia dintre jurnalele inedite ale Zsófiei Torma, ce datează din ultimii săi ani de viaţă şi conţine 
informaţii valoroase cu privire la viaţa, gândurile, sentimentele, frustrările, problemele sale, atitudinea sa în faţa 
Morţii, imaginarul său ştiinţific, oferindu-ne astfel posibilitatea de a descoperi femeia din spatele artefactelor, 
teoriilor, controverselor şi miturilor.  
 
Cuvinte cheie: Zsófia Torma, jurnal, Turdaş, moarte, note personale, aspecte socio-culturale 
 

* 
Zsófia Torma - a woman and a scientist. A short 
biography 

In1 the second half of the 19th century, the 
scene of Hungarian archaeology is troubled by the 
presence of a very different and special actor: 
Zsófia Torma, a woman who is not intimidated by 
the prejudices of her time and contemporaries 
concerning women and has the courage to give up 
family life, dedicating herself to science and 
struggling for the recognition of her ground-
breaking theories and discoveries. 

Zsófia Torma (1840-1899) (Fig.1, Fig.2), the 
first female archaeologist of Eastern Europe, is 
mostly known today among archaeologists, 
especially for her researches started in 1875 at the 
well-known Early Eneolithic site of Turdaş which 
gives the name of the controversial Turdaş Culture, 
the subject of many heated debates among 
specialists. 

Zsófia Torma’s scientific activity was very 
prolific, consisting in archaeological researches 
undertaken in Hunedoara County at sites such as 
Turdaş, Peşterile Nandrului (Nandru Caves), 

                                                 
1 MA student Laura Coltofean, “Lucian Blaga” 
University of Sibiu,  
e-mail: laura_coltofean@yahoo.com 

Peşterile Geoagiului (Geoagiu Caves) etc., the 
richness of which allowed her to create an amazing 
and unique archaeological collection and museum 
in her house in Orăştie town. The largest part of her 
collection can be found today at the National 
History Museum of Transylvania from Cluj-
Napoca, as well as in other Romanian (in Deva, 
Aiud, Sibiu, Sfântu Gheorghe) and European 
museums (in Budapest, Mainz, Munich, Berlin).  

Zsófia Torma’s researches, discoveries and 
interpretations were considered to be quite 
controversial by her contemporary archaeologists. 
Based on the signs and symbols found on the 
artefacts of her collection, which she considered to 
belong to an early system of writing, Zsófia Torma 
proposed a new approach in the interpre-tation of 
the Southeast European Neolithic. The analogies 
found between the artefacts of her collection and 
the Near Eastern artefacts led her to the conclusion 
that the elements of Mesopotamian art and culture 
were transmitted to the Thracian inhabitants of 
Troy and Turdaş and survived in the folklore of the 
Hungarian, German and especially Romanian 
peasants. Another important aspect of Zsófia 
Torma’s scientific activity is the use of ethnography 
and ethnographic analogies in understanding and 
interpreting both past and present, as well as in 

https://biblioteca-digitala.ro / https://www.brukenthalmuseum.ro



   

 
68 

 

establishing a direct connection between them. All 
these ideas place Zsófia Torma ahead of her 
contemporaries, transforming her into a visionary. 

Despite the fact that Zsófia Torma was 
ignored and ridiculed by her fellow Hungarian 
archaeologists, her activity was extremely valued 
and appreciated by well known European 
specialists of the time, such as Arthur John Evans, 
Moriz Hoernes, Ludwig Lindenschmit, John 
Lubbock, Archibald Henry Sayce, Rudolf Virchow, 
Heinrich Schliemann etc., this fact being proven by 
the content of her vast corres-pondence.  

The previous ideas have been dedicated to 
Zsófia Torma’s scientific activity, revealing her as a 
scientist. However, it would also be interesting to 
discover Zsófia Torma as a woman. Regarding this, 
Polyxena Hampel, the wife of archaeologist 
Hampel József and daughter of archaeologist 
Pulszky Ferenc, writes a beautiful article in 
commemoration of Zsófia Torma on the first page 
of the “Vasárnapi Újság” weekly. Polyxena Hampel 
affirms that Zsófia Torma’s life can be described in 
two words: work and self-sacrifice, her greatest 
merits consisting in her pure femininity, heart, vast 
and multilateral general knowledge, and less in her 
scientific activity. Polyxena Hampel offers us a 
brief, but illustrating characterization of Zsófia 
Torma’s personality. Thus, she describes her as a 
modest person, who did not want to stand out, but 
who was, however, pleased by the appreciation of 
her scientific activity. There was no person among 
her relatives and friends whom she did not take care 
of, no suffering that she did not soothe of, no 
problem that she did not offer solutions for. She 
was doing all these with much love and abnegation, 
and in her own moments of suffering, she was 
taking refuge in nature and scientific activity. At 
the end of the article, Polyxena Hampel states that 
although Zsófia Torma was fully committed to 
science, earning renown among specialists, she 
never forgot about the duties of a real woman: 
responsibility, modesty and self-sacrifice 
(“Vasárnapi Újság”, 49/1899, 813-814). 

 
Zsófia Torma’s diary. General considerations 

This study is the result of the translation, 
analysis and interpretation of one of Zsófia Torma’s 
unpublished personal diaries which can be found at 
the National Archives of Hunedoara County 
(Direcţia Judeţeană Hunedoara a Arhivelor 
Naţionale), in the Hunedoara County’s Society of 
Historical and Archaeological Sciences – Dr. Zsófia 
von Torma Fonds (Societatea de Ştiinţe Istorice şi 
Arheologice a Comitatului Hunedoara – Dr. Zsófia 

von Torma)2, and dates from her last years of life. 
Besides personal notes, the diary also contains 
archaeological and historical notes, reflections on 
life, destiny and death. The extremely valuable and 
interesting notes of this diary complete and enrich 
our knowledge about Zsófia Torma’s inner world, 
at the same time offering us details regarding her 
attitude in front of Death, her regrets and 
frustrations, her conflicts with the fellow Hungarian 
archaeologists, her personal, family and financial 
problems, as well as about the way she was reading 
the scientific literature, the type of information she 
was interested in, selecting and extracting from 
these works. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Based on the very few dates of some of her 

notes and the publication year of the scientific 
works she mentions, Zsófia Torma’s diary can be 
dated to a general period between 1889 and 1899. 
                                                 
2 The four folders of the Dr. Zsófia von Torma Fonds 
contain four agendas/notebooks, some of Zsófia Torma’s 
correspondence with family members and famous 
researchers of her time, photographs, personal 
documents, newspaper excerpts, notes, comments and 
observations on subjects from various domains (e.g., 
archaeology, geology, geography, history, literature, 
linguistics etc). Initially considered to be archaeological 
or dig diaries (see Luca, 2001, 169; 172), a closer 
analysis revealed the fact that these agendas are actually 
Zsófia Torma’s personal diaries, containing notes 
regarding personal aspects and topics from a great 
variety of domains. The diary which is the subject of this 
paper can be found in Folder No. 3 (1880-1899) of the 
Dr. Zsófia von Torma Fonds, between files 212-275 
(Dosary no. 3/1880-1899, pages 212-275). 
 

 
Fig. 1  The only known photograph of 

Zsófia Torma. 
(apud Tulok 1999, p. 21) 
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However, the majority of the notes seem to date 
from 1894-1899, so from Zsófia Torma’s last years 
of life.  

The diary is mostly written in Hungarian, in 
an elevated style, but it also contains notes in 
German, French and English, the last two languages 
being used only in the case of some archaeological 
notes. 

Zsófia Torma’s handwriting is extremely 
untidy and rushed (Fig.3, Fig.4). Her phrases are 
long and tortuous, sometimes without punctuation 
marks, coherence, with numerous orthography, 
morphology and syntactic mistakes, which makes 
the deciphering, reading and understanding of the 
ideas quite difficult. Knowing that Zsófia Torma 
was a highly educated, perfectionist and meti-
culous woman, these features of her diary and 
handwriting are quite surprising, but, as I will later 
prove, the explanation can be found in her 
extremely nervous, tense, distracted, stressed and 
depressed state, caused by the family, professional 
and financial problems. 

Zsófia Torma’s diary contains notes on a 
great variety of subjects which can be classified 
into three categories:  
1. personal notes, which include ideas, thoughts 
about life, death, health, religion, spirituality both 
on a general and personal level, about family, 
professional and financial problems;  
2. notes concerning the socio-cultural aspects of 
the 19th century society;  
3. Archaeological and historical notes. 
 However, in this article I will mostly 
analyze and interpret the personal notes, especially 
the ones concerning death, and make some 
references to the socio-cultural aspects of the 19th 
century as reflected in the diary. 
Thoughts in the closeness of Death 

 In his study “On Suicide: Discourse on 
Voluntary Death”, Austrian essayist Jean Améry 
states that “death, as soon as it makes its presence 
felt, produces man an unbearable annoyance. Man 
can just “repress” it or send it to the areas of 
abstract, non-emotive thinking, but never actually 
accept it: integrating death in yourself, in the 
enormity of its specific heaviness, would mean to 
abscond yourself from life” (Améry 2012, 48). 

Zsófia Torma’s diary shows us that her last 
years of life were marked by the imminence and 
fear of Death, these aspects being very well 
illustrated by some of her thoughts: “My soul was 
seized with the horrible presentiment of death, and 
life – this inestimable treasure which eternity offers 
us only once and which chains us to the breast of 
nature so tightly that is terrible to separate from it - 
unwounded before me” (ANDJH, Zs. Torma Fonds, 
233); “The moment of dissolution, which cannot be 

hindered by anything, is approaching me, I must 
head towards eternal decomposition”; “I feel that 
omniscience, the great knowledge, the eternal 
peace, the supreme silence above forgetting and 
remem-bering are hovering around me. Heroes and 
chimeras, aims and aspirations, all these are nothing 
compared to this great silence. But the living world 
continues to rush on the road of those nothings 
which it hates and becomes enthusiastic about. The 
moment which bears my name will soon end” 
(ANDJH, Zs. Torma Fonds, 251); “All the 
components of my life’s structure begin to 
disintegrate and we step into the unknown mist” 
(ANDJH, Zs. Torma Fonds, 257). 

On the verge of Death, Zsófia Torma reflects 
on life, both on a general and personal level. For 
her, life is the “concatenation of errors, sufferings, 
deceptions and desperations” (ANDJH, Zs. Torma 
Fonds, 252), “an earthly play” (ANDJH, Zs. Torma 
Fonds, 250), “an eternal drama” (ANDJH, Zs. 
Torma Fonds, 250), a constant battle which tires her 
and finally compels her to surrender, leaving life to 
fate: “My life should be a lesson for everyone: no 
one should fight for others, no one should waste 
his/her energy, each should find a home which 
could offer a secure shelter. The worthless battle of 
life changed the thinking of a woman emancipator 
towards this vision. From now on, I will leave 
everything to fate and future” (ANDJH, Zs. Torma 
Fonds, 248); “I am tired of endless battles and, 
losing any hope, I retire from clashes forever. I will 
not run after luck anymore” (ANDJH, Zs. Torma 
Fonds, 252). 

Reaching senescence, Zsófia Torma has a 
pessimistic, tragic perspective on life, considering 
that “life is a tragedy for those to whom fate gave 
heart” (ANDJH, Zs. Torma Fonds, 249), her 
gloomy view being confirmed by the French 
anatomist and psychologist Marie François Xavier 
Bichat, whom she quotes in one of her notes: “What 
is life? Life is resistance to death. Bichat. My 
organism has lost its power of endurance” 
(ANDJH, Zs. Torma Fonds, 244). In her diary, 
Zsófia Torma very often paraphrases thoughts of 
great personalities of her time, through which she 
strengthens and confirms her own beliefs regarding 
different philosophical problems. Thus, she quotes 
British politician William Ewart Gladstone or 
Norwegian playwright and poet Henrik Ibsen who 
states that “few people have along their earthly life 
a real purpose in life” (ANDJH, Zs. Torma Fonds, 
268). The idea of having a purpose in life appears 
often among Zsófia Torma’s reflections, but rather 
in a pessimistic and oscillating view. Her notes 
reveal the belief that finding a real, clearly defined 
purpose in life is difficult, especially in the context 
of an always new life which unfolds and ends too 
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Fig. 2 Zsófia Torma  
(apud “Vasárnapi Újság”, no. 49/1899, 

p.813) 

soon, without leaving us time to think and reflect: 
“Life slowly disappears and the little which was 
given gallops over us and only at the sunset of life 
we ask ourselves what was, actually, the purpose of 
our lives” (ANDJH, Zs. Torma Fonds, 268). This is 
a difficult process, but essential in order to make 
sense of life, because otherwise it becomes empty 
and vain. This is the reason why Zsófia Torma 
continues to search for this purpose even in 
senescence, physically and spiritually exhausted, 
and perhaps also from the conviction that such a 
purpose would regain her desire to live, thus 
prolonging life: “With a destroyed body and soul I 
seek after the limit, the purpose of life” (ANDJH, 
Zs. Torma Fonds, 246). But weren’t science and 
archaeology the purposes of Zsófia Torma’s life, 
for which she renounced even family life? Perhaps 
retrospectively, in the loneliness of senescence, due 
to suffering so many disappointments, to the 
heaviness of problems, not even science is worthy 
of becoming a life purpose.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
There are few purposes which are worthy of 

sacrifices and efforts. After all, life is transient and 
death represents the end of everything: “I know life 
since youth and I did not find any purpose worth 
fighting for” (ANDJH, Zs. Torma Fonds, 235). 
Therefore, life “must be seen practically, with 
tolerance and serene renun-ciation, which spares us 
from many disappoint-ments and sorrows” 
(ANDJH, Zs. Torma Fonds, 233), “truly happy 
being the one who cannot understand the depths of 

life and passes by cemeteries and churches without 
being shaken, who cannot understand the 
dimension of absence, the signification of a great 
loss, nor the depth of pain, who does not look into 
the mist of future and does not see the ideas 
whirling” (ANDJH, Zs. Torma Fonds, 246). 

As death draws near, Zsófia Torma is flooded 
with memories and regrets which unveil a difficult 
life, full of sufferings and concerns: “I have started 
out with naive faith, hope and fiery desire of work. 
Over 20 years, I sit here with deteriorated nerves, 
restless mood and gloomy heart. The problems I 
have been through have affected my nervous 
system” (ANDJH, Zs. Torma Fonds, 233); “I have 
been tormented by gravedigger thoughts all my life, 
especially during youth, because of the unfair 
persecutions” (ANDJH, Zs. Torma Fonds, 252); 
“The concerns and vicissitudes which rushed upon 
me have deprived me of the pleasures of youth and, 
before reaching maturity, I had already been 
through the numerous problems of a tormented life. 
Fate was savage with me; I did not enjoy its 
gracefulness. Nothing can compensate now that fate 
has embittered these 2 periods when we enjoy the 
most pure pleasures” (ANDJH, Zs. Torma Fonds, 
249).  

Therefore, Zsófia Torma finds her shelter and 
consolation in science and literature: “I have 
searched for relief in the eternal truths of science 
and literature, because I am tired of analyzing life 
and the truth of people!” (ANDJH, Zs. Torma 
Fonds, 257) She considers that “science ennobles us 
and awakens the most pleasant feeling of a fulfilled 
duty, and, besides this, it offers us entertainment, 
awakens the most pure joys, and offers us spiritual 
pleasure” (ANDJH, Zs. Torma Fonds, 230). 

The imminence and fear of death compel 
Zsófia Torma to raise questions about afterlife and 
seek answers in several philosophical and religious 
works and doctrines, Oriental religions (such as 
Buddhism), which she analyses in the pages of her 
diary and in which she probably hopes to find the 
confirmation of a new life, the assurance of a 
posthumous existence: “The pioneer human mind 
does not stop seeking the connection between the 
banks of life and eternity. I was searching for the 
path which could lead me to its knowledge” 
(ANDJH, Zs. Torma Fonds, 249). Such a 
philosophical doctrine is Spiritism, which appeared 
in the United States of America and offered the 
possibility of communicating with the Otherworld, 
which explains its rapid spread in the 19th century 
world, dominated by a general feeling of 
intolerance towards the death of the beloved ones or 
the “death of the other” as Philippe Ariès named it 
(Ariès 1996, 221-230). 
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According to the Spiritist doctrine, developed 
by Allan Kardec in his famous “Le Livre des 
Esprits” (“The Spirit’s Book”), one of the five 
fundamental books of the Spiritist Penta-teuch, the 
soul is an “immaterial and individual being which 
resides in us and survives the body” (Kardec 1996, 
23), more precisely “an incarnated spirit” (Kardec 
1996, 32). However, Zsófia Torma’s interest for 
this doctrine does not reside in contacting the 
Otherworld (a least not in the diary which is the 
subject of this article), but in finding an assurance 
for afterlife. Thus, Zsófia Torma states that 
Spiritism “is only an experiment for solving the 
beginning and the end” (ANDJH, Zs. Torma Fonds, 
228), which “offers humanity more consolation 
than materialism, because it assumes that before 
this earthly life, the soul has already passed through 
an earthly life which it desires to continue after 
death. According to materialists, the soul disappears 
at once with matter. The doctrine of the spiritists is 
transcendental psychology” (ANDJH, Zs. Torma 
Fonds, 228). Along with Spiritism, materialism and 
theosophy (which she studies by reading “The 
Secret Doctrine” by Helena Blavatsky), another 
doctrine on which Zsófia Torma reflects by reading 
the works of Benedict Spinoza and Ernst Haeckel, 
is pantheism. The essence of pantheism is well 
illustrated by the statement “Nature is my god”, 
with the observation that the term “god” does not 
refer to a supernatural being, but to the object of the 
deepest personal reverence. Pantheism is a spiritual 
path which worships nature and believes that all 
things have a common origin and destiny, that 
everything is interconnected and interdependent, 
and that we, humans, are an inseparable part of this 
unity both in life and death (Harrison 2004, 1-2). In 
one of her notes, Zsófia Torma approaches Death 
from the perspective of physicalist pantheism, 
according to which the spirit is a manifestation of 
the body and the brain, which cannot detach itself 
from the body and cannot survive death. When we 
die, we remain a part of nature and universe, and 
our elements return to nature (Harrison 2004, 87). 
Thus, Zsófia Torma writes that “according to 
Haeckel, nature is a being of infinite proportions, 
the mother and, at the same time, the cemetery of 
all. This is monism or Spinozism. Spinoza’s 
comparison about seawater and its waves: the 
waves permanently rise from the sea only to sink in 
it again; nature gives constantly birth to creatures, 
only to reincorporate them later. But these do not 
entirely disappear, being subjected to certain 
transformations within nature. This is Haeckel’s 
immortality. The knowledge of nature does not only 
feed the mind, but also the heart, with infinite and 
rich matter. We are born from it and we return to it. 
Nature is the beginning and the end of everything, 

we are born from it and we return to it. Therefore, 
Haeckel teaches us Pantheism. Pantheism is a 
combination between science and religion, which 
includes the weaknesses of both. However, it is 
useless to the struggling and suffering man.” 
(ANDJH, Zs. Torma Fonds, 228-229). 

Although she studies different philosophical 
doctrines especially from the perspective of death, 
Zsófia Torma’s notes do not reflect a clear option 
for any of them. On the contrary, the notes more 
likely suggest that Zsófia Torma has an amalgam of 
beliefs which are dominated by uncertainty, 
because, as she writes in a paraphrase of Hermann 
Ottó, “the splendour of the world can only be 
presumed, but reality will never be known to man. 
Birth hides from us the secrets of the seed. We 
cannot penetrate the night of the grave; the infinite 
of space, the eternity of time are problems which 
cannot be elucidated to our spirit” (ANDJH, Zs. 
Torma Fonds, 229). The interesting fact is that 
while she is seeking answers about afterlife, Zsófia 
Torma also seems to be desirous to preserve the 
mysteries of death and life in general, contradicting 
herself in her own actions and thoughts - “Our 
consolation is that science will not elucidate the last 
mystery of existence. This is our consolation” 
(ANDJH, Zs. Torma Fonds, 229), maybe because 
“no one has yet approached unpunished the eternal 
light! – and there are questions with answers that 
bring sentencing” (ANDJH, Zs. Torma Fonds, 249), 
and because “the larger our knowledge, the poorer 
our heart is” (ANDJH, Zs. Torma Fonds, 231). 

For Zsófia Torma, Death has antithetic 
features. In some cases, Death is soothing and seen 
as a rescuer, for it brings the awaited peace and 
calm after the battle of life: “My time has ended, I 
am leaving. I am leaving without looking back to 
the battlefield I leave behind and without feeling 
the excruciating pain under the heaviness of despair 
[…]” (ANDJH, Zs. Torma Fonds, 236-237). 
However, in other cases, Death is terrifying, and 
life is seen as a treasure which is difficult to 
separate from: “My soul was seized with the 
horrible presentiment of death, and life – this 
inestimable treasure which eternity offers us only 
once and which chains us to the breast of nature so 
tightly that is terrible to separate from it - 
unwounded before me” (ANDJH, Zs. Torma Fonds, 
233). Therefore, Zsófia Torma has three antagonist 
attitudes towards Death: resignation and 
acceptance, expectation and rejection. 

For Zsófia Torma “not death is painful, but 
agony”, “not death is terrible, but the danger of 
death” (ANDJH, Zs. Torma Fonds, 255), the 
spiritual torment, the turmoil, the uncertainty of 
death which is irreversibly approaching, which is 
why “it is better to die fast and in pain, than live 
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long and in pain.” (ANDJH, Zs. Torma Fonds, 
255). 

In Zsófia Torma’s opinion, the moment of 
death is a moment of truth, of lucidness and self 
conscience, when the great mysteries and questions 
of humanity find their answers and solutions. Thus, 
Death elucidates the uncertainties of reality: “In the 
moments of death, the human sight becomes 
clearer, the veil of enigmas falls in the lugubrious 
moment when decomposition begins, the mysteries 
are enlightened and the mind, which during life 
groped in darkness, suddenly stands face to face 
with certain reality” (ANDJH, Zs. Torma Fonds, 
251). 

The notes of the diary also reveal us another 
hypostasis of Death – the Equalizer Death, who 
does not forgive anyone, regardless of gender, age 
or social status (Grancea, Csapó 2005, 153). For 
Zsófia Torma, “death is the equal fate of each of 
us” (ANDJH, Zs. Torma Fonds, 244), cancelling 
the social inequities and injustices on which she 
reflects in her diary: “The differences between 
social classes could be diminished if the rich would 
abandon what is selfish and cruel, and the poor 
what is injustice and envy. Megalomania should be 
replaced with noble ambition which should find its 
joy in others happiness. The causes of inequities are 
the spiritual and moral capacities, diligence and 
work. Souls should be filled with the feeling of 
equity, spirits with silence and peace, while hearts 
with trust and hopes; this way more could be done 
for the mitigation of social misery.” (ANDJH, Zs. 
Torma Fonds, 258). 

Sociologist Allan Kellehear states in his work 
“A Social History of Dying” that the desire of 
anticipating, predicting Death, motivates people to 
make close observations on their own illness, 
disease and to “store” this information by oral or 
written means. In case these observations are made 
frequently enough, they can become the basis of a 
pattern of symptoms with the help of which one can 
recognize the “danger” signs (Kellehear 2007, 48).

 

Following this idea, I believe that the diary contains 
a series of notes which suggest that Zsófia Torma 
was observing and analyzing her own states, as if 
she wanted to keep their evidence in order to 
recognize the signs of Death. Such notes are the 
following examples: “violent convulsions” 
(ANDJH, Zs. Torma Fonds, 249), “muscle 
tiredness”, “atavism”, “psychical exhaustion” 
(ANDJH, Zs. Torma Fond, 246), “dim self-
conscience” (ANDJH, Zs. Torma Fonds, 250), 
“more and more tense agitation” (ANDJH, Zs. 
Torma Fonds, 245)

 
etc., all these suggesting Zsófia 

Torma’s psychical and physical imbalance. The 
diary also contains more detailed observations 
concerning her health, such as: “I am old and ill, 

incapable of work - the eternal law of nature is 
commanding me” (ANDJH, Zs. Torma Fonds, 
235); “The long lasting tension of my organism has 
affected my nerves.” (ANDJH, Zs. Torma Fonds, 
244).  These notes indicate us that during her last 
years, Zsófia Torma’s organism was extremely 
weak, that she was anxious, restless, tense, nervous, 
depressed, disappointed, even desperate, apathetic, 
lacking any desire of living and working, things 
being even more complicated by the rheumatic 
pains she was suffering from (Gyulai, 1972, 30; 
Tulok, 1999, 32). Her states are also reflected in her 
untidy, rushed handwriting, in her long and tortuous 
phrases which in many cases lack coherence and 
bear numerous orthography, syntactic and 
morphology mistakes.  Zsófia Torma’s symptoms 
suggest us that her pain is not just physical, but 
mostly an inner, psychical and spiritual pain. This 
fact is very well reflected in one of her notes in 
which she mentions the symptoms of her illness and 
a recommendation of her doctor: “In order to take 
care of my tense nerves and strengthen my health, 
my doctor from Pest prescribed me total abstinence 
from work; the features of my mental disease are 
unmotivated fear, constant anxiety and the tendency 
towards horrifying hallucinations.” (ANDJH, Zs. 
Torma Fonds, 262).  

Therefore, the reasons of this disease are not 
caused by the process of ageing, which probably 
had a certain influence especially on her physical 
state, but more likely by her family, professional 
and financial problems which are repeatedly 
mentioned throughout the diary. 

The professional conflicts are actually the 
cause of Zsófia Torma’s life drama. The tensions 
between her and Hungarian archaeologists, 
especially József Hampel and Ferenc Pulszky, 
compelled her to dedicate herself to science, with 
the purpose of proving the veracity and validity of 
her theories, and of gaining the recognition of 
Hungarian specialists, who, unlike other European 
archaeologists, anthropologists, ethnologists etc., 
marginalized, ridiculed and ironized her, as a 
woman and amateur in the field of archaeology, as 
well as her groundbreaking ideas and efforts. In her 
notes, Zsófia Torma often refers to this extreme 
conflict which deeply affected and disappointed 
her: “They opened me the gates of science, and now 
I am tied to the column of infamy” (ANDJH, Zs. 
Torma Fonds, 230); “I worry much about the 
wickedness of my enemies” (ANDJH, Zs. Torma 
Fonds, 244); “My soul bears wounds that I gained 
the battlefield of my researches. They caused 
wounds in my soul, wounds that daily receive new 
stings which hinder their healing.” (ANDJH, Zs. 
Torma Fonds, 255). 
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Regarding family problems, the diary 
suggests that after a life which she dedicated to 
helping, supporting and caring about her family and 
friends, educating her sister’s children, Zsófia 
Torma realizes that her concerns, worries and 
efforts were worthless, because her relatives and 
friends are ungrateful, avoid, betray and abandon 
her at senescence: “I have lived my live as an annex 
of another house, I have worked for the good of 
another family. (My reward was the lack of 
appreciation from every side)” (ANDJH, Zs. Torma 
Fonds, 259). “Loneliness in youth, loneliness at 
senescence. They rewarded my enormous, sincere 
and deep love with turning their back” (ANDJH, 
Zs. Torma Fonds, 231); “Family displeasures have 
made me gloomy, un-certain, suspicious, 
melancholic, exerting a deep pressure on my soul. 
Whose spiritual integrity wouldn’t be affected by 
such events? Nothing can soar my tormented 
senescence and my weakened life energy; my 
spiritual and physical energy have been crushed 
under the financial disagreements and problems of 
my family. (Weakness and decomposition are 
ruling over me when in the desperate hazard of our 
vital necessities family misunderstandings devastate 
us.)” (ANDJH, Zs. Torma Fonds, 249). 

Although it is a consequence of a commit-ted 
decision, loneliness becomes a tormenting burden 
of senescence for Zsófia Torma, which causes 
regrets concerning the way her life unfolded: “The 
world becomes colder and darker for me. The 
anguish of spiritual loneliness is torturing me” 
(ANDJH, Zs. Torma Fonds, 259). The people and 
family from whom she was probably expecting for 
help and company disappoint her, the conflicts with 
them exhaust her, driving her to despair: “On 16 
February 1896 I came into conflict with people and 
myself! I am defeated, destroyed by the cruel 
experiences of my long life. With the passing of 
time, diminution of hopes, decline of struggle, I am 
only left with loneliness! They have transformed 
me into a vanquished of life! Anyone who looks at 
me can read the total capitulation, the final 
renunciation on my face; I am exhausted by the 
thunders of life brought over me by the roaring 
storms and by the tragism of shipwrecks.” 
(ANDJH, Zs. Torma Fonds, 232). 

Zsófia Torma was also confronted with 
severe financial problems, mainly caused by the 
large amounts of money that she spent for being 
allowed to excavate at Turdaş and for purchasing 
all kinds of artefacts (which, in many cases, were 
forgeries) brought to her by peasants from dif-
ferent sites. Moreover, the financial problems 
compelled Zsófia Torma to sell her amazing 
archaeological collection to Societatea Muzeului 
Ardelean (The Transylvanian Museum Society - 

Erdélyi Múzeum Egyesület) in 1891 (Erdélyi 
Múzeum, 1899, 664). Some notes are very sug-
gestive for the constant concerns and displeasures 
caused by lack of money: “Between the severe 
perturbations of my financial situation, my mood is 
also tormented by terrible worries. My mood is 
constantly benumbed by the possibility of financial 
problems and the fear of other displeasures. They 
not only maintain this dark uncertainty with their 
savage unconsciousness and continuous 
perfidiousness, but also amplify it.” (ANDJH, Zs. 
Torma Fonds, 248). 

The attitude of Hungarian archaeologists 
towards Zsófia Torma should not surprise us. 
Ironized by the press of the time and accepted to a 
certain extent only towards the end of her life, 
Zsófia Torma represented an exotic apparition on 
the scene of Hungarian archaeology which, at that 
time, was exclusively dominated by men who did 
not appreciate her, considering her a simple 
amateur with ridiculous ideas. It is known that 
during those times, women’s active presence and 
direct participation in public life was difficult to 
accept. This aspect is also suggested by one of 
Zsófia Torma’s notes about a declaration (which 
probably provoked her indignation) of the Austrian 
minister Paul Gautsch: “Minister Gautsch stated 
that women’s aspirations involve social dangers and 
distracts them from the ideal of family. The 
woman’s scientific preoccupations cannot be 
harmonized with family life, only in the cases when 
she is neither a wife, nor a mother” (ANDJH, Zs. 
Torma Fonds, 230). The minister’s statement 
underlines the fact that women’s scientific or career 
aspirations could only be achieved through 
sacrifice, by renouncing family life and Zsófia 
Torma conciously accepted this fact since youth. 
However, loneliness could bring other problems, 
because in that period, the lonely woman raised 
suspicion, disapproval and mockery (Ariès, Duby 
1997, 266). Another interesting statement, 
paraphrased by Zsófia Torma in her diary, belongs 
to Kossuth Lajos who, idolizing the life-giving 
woman, the mother-woman, declares that “there is 
no home without a woman; there is no motherland 
without home; the man founds the family, but the 
woman forms it, and what makes the Hungarian 
state unique is the Hungarian woman’s ability of 
being enthusiastic and her love towards homeland!” 
(ANDJH, Zs. Torma Fonds, 259) In the 19th 
century, “according to the laws of nature, the 
woman is not allowed to search for her true purpose 
elsewhere than within family” (ANDJH, Zs. Torma 
Fonds 252), and a real woman distinguishes herself 
through responsibility, modesty and self-sacrifice. 
(“Vasárnapi Újság” 49/1899, 813-814) Therefore, 
giving birth, raising and educating children, taking 
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care of home are seen as patriotic duties. Zsófia 
Torma is aware of this fact and tries to compensate 
the absence of an own family through taking care of 
her sister’s, Luiza Makray, children: “… on 
returning home, I wanted to continue through 
individual study what was grounded during my 
childhood. I have learned teaching my sister’s 
children and this way, not only did I commit to the 
responsibilities of the wonderful family life, but I 
also did not forget about my patriotic duties” 
(Gyulai 1972, 6). This statement, made by Zsófia 
Torma at twenty years of age, is also interesting 
from another point of view, because it predicts, it 
outlines a shocking decision for those times, more 
exactly the sacrifice I was previously mentioning: 
renouncing family life for science (Gyulai 1972, 7), 
in order to continue a passion for archaeology 
developed in childhood, during the archaeological 
excavations of her father, József Torma, at the 
Ili şua Roman camp: “When my father was 
excavating the ruins of the Roman camp from 
Ili şua, which was neighbouring his property in 
Cristeştii Ciceului, our courtyard was covered with 
piles of ceramic and lithic materials, as well as the 
floor of our children room the happy inhabitants of 
which were me and my brother Károly; of course, 
this environment greatly influenced the fact that the 
excavation started by my father soon became the 
favourite activity of both” (Torma 1896, 33). It may 
seem absurd, but if we fallow Zsófia Torma’s 
destiny and activity to the end, we will understand 
that relating her objectives, purposes to the socio-
cultural context of the epoch she was living in, this 
decision is fair and extremely brave, and without it, 
Zsófia Torma’s achievements would have been null 
or would not have had the same echo. In her 
opinion, “many times, the life of women is only 
renunciation, suffering and abnegation” (ANDJH, 
Zs. Torma Fonds, 261). 

The 19th century also witnesses women’s 
first attempts of emancipation, about which Zsófia 
Torma writes the following: “In the society where 
the idol of women is set on a high pedestal, there is 
no need for an apostle of women’s emancipation. 
There are no equal rights, only equal 
responsibilities” (ANDJH, Zs. Torma Fonds, 258-
259), which brings drastic changes in the life of a 
woman, because she “cannot be caressed anymore, 
cannot be the spoiled life partner or the more 
beautiful half of life anymore, but only a battle 
partner.” (ANDJH, Zs. Torma Fonds, 259). 

Another idea which dominates Zsófia 
Torma’s last years of life and is also reflected in the 
notes of her diary is represented by the necessity of 
finishing and publishing her greatest work, “Dacia 
Before the Roman Conquest” (Dacia înainte de 
stăpânirea romană - Dácia a római foglalás előtt) 

before death (Gyulai 1972, 39-42): “God did not 
want to finish my work and found me in grave in 
the middle of work” (ANDJH, Zs. Torma Fonds, 
246). Her concerns and fears regarding the 
imminence of Death compel her to work and write 
continuously, making considerable physical and 
psychical efforts which affect her health, sacrificing 
herself on the altar of science and committing to her 
decision of renouncing family life, of dedicating 
herself to science, to the end: “Writing did not only 
affect me, but has brought me in a state of 
invalidism” (ANDJH, Zs. Torma Fonds, 250); “My 
work capacity is languishing, I’m struggling with 
illness and a dying life energy. I do not want to live 
for myself, but for the publishing of my 
monumental work.” (ANDJH, Zs. Torma Fonds, 
232).  

The multitude of problems slowly exhaust, 
destroy and suffocate Zsófia Torma who gets to the 
point in which considers herself spiritually dead, 
because “dead is not only the buried one. One who 
has no desire for living, wishes, hopes, is dead 
without decomposing” (ANDJH, Zs. Torma Fonds, 
100). 

While being affected by loneliness and by the 
imminence and mystery of death, destroyed by 
problems, faith, “the ancient treasure of humanity” 
(ANDJH, Zs. Torma Fonds, 251), “which saves us 
from the chaos of strays and doubts” (ANDJH, Zs. 
Torma Fonds, 254), is the only which still seems to 
offer Zsófia Torma trust and consolation: “Faith is 
needed so that the fragile dust grain which is the 
body could be the solid and secure skeleton of the 
soul and would not get lost in the cobweb of life 
like that “wandering soul” which knows only one 
way of escape: death!” (ANDJH, Zs. Torma Fonds, 
253-254); “Man’s greatest power is faith. The 
power of faith is enormous, and in faith we must 
seek for strength and hope” (ANDJH, Zs. Torma 
Fonds, 260). Although the injustices of life often 
revolt her, because “the force of providence harms 
the one who never did anything wrong, Zsófia 
Torma seems to be convinced that nothing is 
accidental in life and everything occurs according 
to God’s will: “Man’s fate is not fortuitous, because 
it is administered by the will of God” (ANDJH, Zs. 
Torma Fonds, 234). Thus, although God was many 
times unfair with her (“The providence has offered 
and still offers me sad satisfactions” (ANDJH, Zs. 
Torma Fonds, 231)), the suffering and problems 
belong to a destiny which must be accepted and 
faced with religion and faith, because “religion is 
the gift of god, the blessing of humanity, the 
consolation of the ailing, the hope of the exhausted” 
(ANDJH, Zs. Torma Fonds, 260). 

However, in other cases, religion does not 
ensure the salvation of the “wandering souls”, but 
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work, the only which can lead us to real and pure 
faith. This idea is suggested by one of Zsófia 
Torma’s notes through which she offers us an 
interesting glimpse into the society of the 19th 
century society and makes a deep and meaningful 
analysis of an essential feature of this period – 
progress, observing and underlining its devastating 
consequences on individuals and humanity in 
general, as well as on human relationships which, 
due to the savage compe-tition, indifference, 
ignorance and selfishness caused by progress, 
gradually degrade, transforming life into a battle for 
survival. Actually, this note reveals us that 
humanity has not changed much since the 19th 
century, that it has the same values, principles and 
flows into the same direction – mad progress, 
ignoring the catastrophic consequences: “The term 
“progress” used today for describing the level of 
civilization is not enough. We do not progress, we 
run, chase without any stop. The 19th century 
humanity runs, throngs, lives in a permanent 
competition on the road of life, it attracts you in the 
competition where the weakest is crushed, where 
happiness does not exist anymore, only the 
tormenting, stimulating longing for the searched 
idol. This rush, this lack of time, are the main 
causes of the wandering souls, of the fever which 
conquers humanity; an atrophying, marrow drying 
fever; the brain’s task is ceaseless work, and due to 
the permanent tension, the nerves languish, just as 
the straight strings of a violin weaken. The soul 
loses the thread of clear, logical thinking, it plunges 
into concerns and, wandering on wrong ways, 
instead of the lightness of ideas, it arrives to the 
darkness of soul. The cure for a lost soul is not 
religion, but work which saves us from despairs and 
leads to faith; religion must fall so that pure faith 
can win. Work builds an ideal life and maintains on 
surface the decadent human soul – faith is just a 
pillar, only an eternal law among many others.” 
(ANDJH, Zs. Torma Fonds, 255). 

 
Conclusion 

The diary which is the subject of this paper is 
a valuable source of information offering us the 
opportunity of rediscovering a pioneer of 
Transylvanian archaeology, Zsófia Torma, a 
controversial character who continues to raise 
questions and debates especially among Hun-garian 
and Romanian archaeologists. Some praise and 
appreciate her achievements, theories and 
discoveries, while others still consider her an 
amateur, criticizing her research methods and 
theories. However, when making any kind of 
judgments, one should not forget to analyze Zsófia 
Torma’s life and scientific activity in the socio-
cultural context of the 19th

 
century, taking into 

consideration two important aspects: that 
archaeology was a young discipline, with debat-
able and not clearly defined, established research 
techniques, and that women’s access to public life 
and a career was quite restricted. 

Zsófia Torma’s diary reveals us the person, 
woman and scientist behind the myths and 
controversies, as well as what it meant to be a 
female archaeologist during those times in Tran-
sylvania. Her interesting and varied notes offer us 
the unique opportunity of getting an insight into her 
last years of life, her intimacy, mind, and way of 
thinking, her deepest thoughts and feelings. 

The analysis and interpretation of the diary 
which is the subject of this article is only the 
beginning of a research which has the purpose of 
reconstructing Zsófia Torma’s personality and 
scientific activity, of analyzing and clarifying her 
monumental legacy (which consists in archae-
ological materials, notebooks and diaries, 
correspondence etc.), along with finally offering her 
the recognition and appreciation that she deserves 
for her achievements. 

“The end should not be sought, we should not 
even think about it. The end is nothing, as 
everything that exists; once you possess it, it does 
not matter anymore. (According to Shakespeare, 
reasoning is the death of deed.3) Unfortunately, 
nature inoculated us with the idea that although it is 
not worth living, we should anyway desire to live. 
It is tragic when the spirit plunges deeper and 
deeper into nihilism, but the lust of the body 
remains, because any struggle is an illusion, 
everything is a bet and we must, however, work, 
because lust commands it. We have two solutions: 
total renunciation or vegetation. If faith, strength 
would return!” (ANDJH, Zs. Torma Fonds, 237)  
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Romanian Transylvanian in Otherness’ Territories: Purpose, Itinerary 
and Travel Impressions1  

Nineteenth Century  
 

 
E l e n a  A n d r e e a    T R I F – B O I A2 

 
Abstract: On the premises of the technological advancement and of the amelioration of the 

transportation means, the 19th century Europeans have travelled in almost all world's regions. At the same 
time with the former evolutions, it has been manifested also the explicit individual's desire of the Romantic 
and Nationalist epoch to launch himself in adventures, to cross and to "take over" the territories that have 
been left out of the knowledge horizon for  long time. Numerous Transylvanians have been participants to 
this process. The beginning has emerged with the 19th century and comprised, namely, greco-catholics and 
orthodox young people eager to gain a formation in the West's universities. The 19th century has met a 
reviving of this phenomenon and, along with young students, important intellectuals make their presence 
visible, G. Barit, Iosif Vulcan, T. Cipariu, I. Slavici and many others. The present study analyses the 
adventures of such intellectuals, stressing the impact that has risen in the mind of the adventurer the contact 
with the other. 

 
Keywords: Transylvania, Romanian culture, 19th century, imaginary, travel journals 

 
Abstract: Pe fondul avansului tehnologic şi al îmbunătăţirii semnificative a mijloacelor şi căilor de 

transport, europenii secolului al XIX-lea au călătorit în mai toate zonele lumii. În paralel cu evoluţiile de mai 
sus, se manifesta şi dorinţa explicită a individului Epocii romantice şi naţionaliste de a se lansa în aventuri, 
de a străbate şi a „lua în stăpânire” teritoriile rămase mult timp în afara propriului orizont de cunoaştere. La 
acest proces au luat parte şi numeroşi ardeleni. Debutul a avut loc o dată cu veacul al XVIII-lea şi cuprindea, 
în speţă, tineri greco-catolici sau ortodocşi dornici să se formeze în universităţile vestice. Secolul al XIX-lea 
cunoaşte, însă, o revigorare a acestui fenomen şi, alături de tinerii studenţi, îşi fac simţită prezenţa şi 
importanţi oameni de cultură, George Bariţ, Iosif Vulcan, Timotei Cipariu, Ioan Slavici şi mulţi alţii. Studiul 
de faţă analizează aventurile unor astfel de intelectuali, cu accent pe impactul pe care contactul cu celălalt, cu 
alteritatea l-a produs în mentalitatea aventurierului. 

 
Cuvinte cheie: Transilvania, cultură românească, secolul al XIX-lea, imaginar, jurnale de călătorie 
 

*
1

2 Introduction 3. The journey involves an 

                                                 
1 The present study has been published with the 
financial support of the Romanian National Research 
Council (Romanian: Consiliul Naţional al Cercetării 
Ştiinţifice, abbr. CNCS) via a postdoctoral grant (PD), 
code 448, awarded according to the Grant Contract no. 
99/29.07.2010. 
2 University Lecturer, „Babeş Bolyai” University from 
Cluj-Napoca, e-mail: boia_andreea@yahoo.com   
3 The present paper is detailing and developing the 
results of the researches on this subject that the author 
has investigated in the last years. For this reason, a few 
references and considerations of the present article 
were also published with other occasions, but having 
the form of a rough sketch that only outlined and 
followed some of the principle ideas without a more 
thorough analysis. See: Întâlnirea cu Celălat. Itinerarii 
ardelene de secol 19, in Proceedings of the 36th 
Annual Congress of the American Romanian Academy 
of Arts and Sciences, Bari, Italy, 29th May-2nd June 

escape from a geographical-cultural space and 
also a contact with the otherness whose rules and 
customs may be more or less close to the 
environment of origin. It was born from a deep 
desire to "change the interior" and is, according to 
Carl Gustav Jung, the testimony of discontent 
which drives the search and discovery of new 
horizons, to the initial consummation of unknown 
experiences (Dicţionar de simboluri..., 2009, 203 
– Dictionary of symbols). There are also cases 
where it arises as a result of different kinds of 
pressure exerted on categories of individuals and, 
in this case, takes the form of exile or mass 
emigration. 

Animated by the desire to have as much 
information as possible in order to understand the 
world around them or simply by pragmatic goals, 
the Romanians in 19th century Transylvania 
                                                                            
2012, Polytechnic International Press, Montreal, 
Québec, 2012, pp. 157-160. 
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travelled across almost all continents. Of course, 
preference for the European space has been shown 
throughout the entire century. They can be met 
studying in the major university centres, in 
journeys designed to reveal the architectural 
masterpieces of the Old Continent, but also 
characteristics or features of the Latin brethren. 
They are found roaming the world in search of 
tolerance and prosperity that they missed at home 
or simply crossing seas and oceans to promote 
their own customs and habits. Much of their 
impressions were laid on paper and printed, then, 
to inform those deprived of the possibility of 
making such trips. In this manner were born the 
vast "travel letters" published within province’s 
periodicals’ pages, belonging to Ioan Codru 
Dragusanu, August Treboniu Laurian, George 
Barit, Iosif Vulcan and to countless immigrants 
who chose the path towards America, or the 
independent volumes edited as a result of the 
consummation of such experiences. Others, 
however, remained either in manuscript or in oral 
form thus being subject to the vicissitudes of time. 
There is also interest in the efforts that some made 
in order to collect ethnographic materials, 
minerals, rocks, and plants etc., objects that were 
later exposed in museums within the Habsburg 
Empire or within Romania. 

The present study is a retrospective of the 
19th century Transylvanian itineraries. Our 
attention focused not only upon the incentives that 
have stirred these trips, but mostly, on the 
impressions resulting from them — obviously, in 
the occurrences where the bibliographic material 
has made that possible. The emphasis is laid, in 
particular, upon the "great destinies", upon the 
personalities with a powerful impact on the 
Transylvanian public opinion. 

 
Transylvanian contacts with Western circles. A 
possible typology  

The geographical position of Transylvania 
and, especially, its historical and political 
situation, made the Transylvanian Romanians’ 
access to Western culture much easier. 
Transylvanian libraries were available to readers 
on studies from various cultural areas. Booksellers 
like Martin Hochmeister from Sibiu brought to the 
attention of Transylvanian public opinion volumes 
of extremely varied topics that represented recent 
papers at the time. Transylvanian institutions and 
foundations were offering scholarships to young 
people who wished to complete the intellectual 
formation in important university centres of the 
Habsburg Empire or elsewhere in Europe, 
facilitating their contacts with the innovative ideas 
of the time, and later helping them to exploit them 

through their implementation as objectives of the 
national movement. Finally, states from the Old 
and the New Continent offered harbour to people 
who exiled themselves avoiding persecutions that 
very often took place in the province, or offered 
employment to individuals with a precarious 
financial situation. 

In light of all these developments, the 
Enlightenment period and then the Romanian 
Romanticism have known several types of 
travellers. There are, on the one hand, individuals 
willing to come into contact with innovative ideas 
of the time and in this respect, we will find them 
as students of prestigious educational institutions. 
Then, we may notice the traveller forced to leave 
his homeland because of the political, economic 
or social factors that affected his life at one time 
or another. And who either ignores to record his 
adventures, either chooses to focus exclusively on 
his own destiny and on the causes that compelled 
him to travel. As is the case for a great part of 
those exiled or of the immigrants willing to 
increase their income in developed countries 
around the world. We find, then, individuals who 
take on a trip as a result of pragmatic goals, in 
order to make a market exploration, or to know an 
educational system, or to obtain facilities etc. 
from the Viennese authorities, and, not least, 
travellers who have a real passion for knowledge 
and adventure, attentive to the smallest details and 
eager to make known the uniqueness of their 
shared experiences. For the latter too, external 
mobility may take many forms, the most common 
being that of the return to origins, of the visiting 
the territories with obvious connotations for 
national past, as, for example, that of Rome and of 
the ruins of old times, all of that being a central 
aim of their European journey. 

 
Studying in Europe 

The presence of Transylvanian Romanians 
in university education institutions is reported 
since the 15th century (Sigmirean, Gheorghe 
Şincai...). However, the decisive moment of 
initiation of continuous and stable contacts with 
the West is the year 1699 and the adoption by a 
part of the clergy of the decision of union with the 
Church of Rome. Shortly thereafter, within the 
General Synod of 1702, the explicit request to 
send to Europe to theological studies five students 
was already taken. The concerned universities 
were those of Vienna, Trnava and Rome, and 
scholarships were to be provided from the 
reserves of foundations such as Kollonich or 
Janjiana (Sigmirean 2000, pages 16-17). 

The series of students that accomplished 
studies in the Eternal City was inaugurated in the 
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fourth decade, when, at the Urban College of 
Propaganda Fide, we find missionaries such as 
Silvestri Callani, Grigore Maior and Petru Paul 
Aron. Later, in the 60s of the eighteenth century, 
their place was to be taken by Alexiu Muresianu, 
Sabbatius Metz, Iacob Aron, Vasile Keresztei, 
Ambrozie Sadi, Ieronim Kalnocki, Partenie Iacob, 
the Benedict brothers, Spiridon Farcas, in that by 
1774 personalities such as George Şincai and 
Petru Maior to begin their studies together with 
their colleague, Inochentie Pop (Idem, pages 17-
19). 

Alongside the Austrian institutions at the 
time, the Hungarian centres Pesta and Buda have 
played a key role in the guiding of Romanian 
intellectuals. For example, after the Austrian-
Hungarian dualism and up to the end of World 
War I, the number of those who have studied here 
amounted to 2499, over 765 being funded by 
grants provided by foundations such as "E. 
Gojdu", "Al. St. Şuluţiu", "S. Romanţai", and "F. 
Hirsch", but equally by similar institutions’ funds 
hosted by the Orthodox Church of Sibiu, Arad and 
Caransebeş or the frontier guards’ funds from 
Năsăud (Idem, pages 126-148). 

In the second half of the 19th century still, 
Western European universities’ centres have 
managed to attract young Transylvanians with 
their most diverse specializations. On the first 
position were placed those of Germany — the 
universities of Leipzig, Berlin, Munich, Bonn, 
Jena, Erlangen, Gotha, Göttingen, Halle, 
Heidelberg, Strasbourg and Tübingen. Then 
followed the higher education institutes from 
Belgium, France, Switzerland and Italy — the 
Institute of Commerce in Antwerp, the University 
of Brussels, the Liège Trade Institute, the 
University of Paris and Montpellier, Paris 
Polytechnic Academy, Commercial Studies 
Academy "Hautes Études", the Zurich 
Polytechnic, the Agriculture Academy from Rütük 
etc.. (Idem, pages 155-159). For the University of 
Leipzig, for example, grants were awarded by the 
Orthodox Church, with the initiative of Bishop 
Andrei Şaguna (Idem, 156). 

 
Political refugees, soldiers during military 
service 

The 19th century is, at the same time, the 
witness of new categories of travellers. We have 
in mind individuals who fought in the revolutions 
of 1848 and, starting with their defeat and tough 
persecution policy pursued by the authorities, had 
to take the European or the American exile. But 
also the soldiers, who were on military duty and 
who, from this position, have accompanied the 
imperial troops in various parts of the world. For 

the first category we mention George Pomuţ 
(1818-1882)4, a Romanian who was part of the 
Hungarian forces under the command of Lajos 
Kossuth, and Ioan Tetu, a native from Ghildeni, 
the former Trei Scaune County. They both 
successively settled in countries of the Old 
Continent as to later reach the remote lands of the 
New World. If Pomuţ settled in northern America, 
where, alongside his companions, founded the 
colony of New Buda, south of Burlington, Tetu 
was to travel as far as Argentina. The first 
distinguished himself during the Civil War when, 
as a volunteer in the armies of the North, managed 
to advance through the ranks up to that of 
brigadier general, later becoming U.S. consul in 
St. Petersburg. The latter worked for some years 
as an engineer and cartographer, then became 
director of the railway network in the northern 
part of the country, and during the years of 1870-
1874, he served as head of military school in 
Buenos Aires (Toma 1998, 136). Even more 
resounding are the examples of Romanians Moise 
Nicoară and George Moceanu, both political 
refugees. Following a conflict with the Hungarian 
authorities in Transylvania, Nicoară leaves the 
country in the second decade of the 19th century 
and settles in the Ottoman Empire. His travel 
diary, kept in the form of manuscript within the 
Romanian Academy Library Manuscript 
Collections, starts with the year 1816 and, along 
with descriptions of Romanian inhabited lands, 
includes notes on visits to Vienna, Belgrade, 
Oraviţa, Pancevo, Vrsac, Odessa, Petersburg, 
Constantinople (Csobai 2001, pages 7-8). 
Moceanu, by contrast, becomes a resident of 
Bucharest and along with his band of gymnasts, 
wanders through Europe, America, Africa and 
Asia in an effort to make known the Romanian 
habits and outfits. He did not forget any of his 
countrymen, and at his return he published two 
volumes describing his work and travel 
impressions ― “My Memories on the History of 
Gymnastics in Romania and on My Travels 
Around the World”, 1865-1895 and “My Travels 
Through Europe, Asia, Africa and America”, both 
published in Bucharest in 1895, and 1899 
respectively. 

In the category of Romanians on military 
duty, we include the regiments formed of 
Transylvanian and Banat Romanians, who, in the 
years 1863-1867, were either performing their 
military service, either were permanent employees 
of the Austrian army and, later, they accompanied 

                                                 
4 See Liviu Patachi şi Gelu Neamţu, Generalul George 
Pomuţ (1818-1882), Centrul de Studii Transilvane, 
Fundaţia Culturală Română, Cluj-Napoca, 2001. 
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the army of Franz Joseph as far as Mexico in 
order to assist the Archduke Maximilian of 
Habsburg (Cândea, Turcu 1970, 23). A concrete 
example is that of Dr. Ilarie Mitrea from Răşinari 
(Sibiu). He was assigned to organize the 
healthcare of the imperial garrisons, and during 
his mission he was taken prisoner by a 
detachment of Republican troops under the 
command of Bonito Juarez and used for their 
medical needs. Alongside Mitrea other Romanians 
also participated in the campaign of Archduke 
Maximilian, like Ion Arsemice, I. Cerghedi or I. 
Munteanu (Concordia, 1865, 16). Unfortunately, 
however, details of their journeys have remained 
almost unknown. About Arsemice it is known that 
he was also a doctor from Sibiu County, and he 
was advanced to the rank of captain and awarded 
the Knight's Cross of the Mexican Order 
“Guadalupe” (Concordia, 1866, 286). 

 
Knowledge passionates and investigators of 
alterity areas 

Of course, Romanians did not travel only as 
a result of pressures exerted on them. There were 
also individuals motivated by a sincere desire to 
know the world, with its customs and traditions, 
who, finally, recorded in writing the details of the 
undertaken journeys, emphasizing not only the 
new elements that they came in contact with, but 
those which corresponded to their own 
expectations too. For Romanian itinerants have 
had already gained knowledge from a corpus of 
data on areas that they were to cross, data from 
the pages of European or Transylvanian 
periodicals, of historical and geographical 
chrestomathies, but, above all, of the stories of 
those who preceded them5. 

Travelling in Europe or "the great European 
tour" was, otherwise, a widespread practice 
among the Anglo-Saxon peoples, but also among 
those on the Old Continent (Burk, 2005). Started 
in the 17th century England and representing for a 
long while the privilege of wealthy individuals, it 
became accessible to a wider range of people as 
transports and transportation routes were 
modernized (Ibidem). The Italian states and the 
contact with the great cities of the peninsula were 
the main tourist attractions as they symbolized, 

                                                 
5“Transylvanian Romanian elite in particular, taking 
into account her polilingvism, her fresh identity pride 
and the consciousness of belonging to the European 
civilization, was constantly interested in the relations 
of foreign travelers”. Mihaela Grancea, Ubi patria. 
Călătorii români din prima parte a secolului 19, între 
patria originară şi cea virtuală, in vol. Trecutul de 
astăzi, Casa Cărţii de Ştiinţă, Cluj-Napoca, 2009, pages 
105-107. 

above all, a return to the past, a remembering of 
those times that led to the birth of the great 
masterpieces of classical antiquity, Renaissance or 
Baroque. Thousands of travel journals resulted 
from such peregrinations which captured with 
great admiration the imposing ruins of the 
Romans, and the almost uninterrupted chain of 
monuments, churches, opulent buildings, squares, 
fountains or other constructions just as majestic. 
Finally, their publication within the pages of 
periodicals or as independent volumes have 
helped to spread the conveyed ideas, the opinions 
and impressions arisen by the great European 
cities of the time, but, especially, was an impetus 
for adventurous individuals, people who desired 
to explore the culture and the civilization of the 
Old Continent. 

Without a doubt, the most famous 
Romanian Transylvanian traveller was Ioan Codru 
Dragusanu. His notoriety was due to the letters he 
wrote during the trips taken, 35 in number, letters 
printed for the first time in the pages of the 
publication "Concordia" in 1863. Subsequently, 
they were collected and published as a volume. It 
is the work of The Transylvanian Pilgrim or 
Written Letters from Foreign Countries to a 
Friend in the Homeland appeared in Sibiu in 
1865. 

The series of European voyages of Ioan 
Codru Dragusanu begins in 1838 when 
accompanying the suite of Prince Ghica 
Alexandru, he visited Hungary, Austria and Italy. 
In 1839 he returned home, but not in order to stay, 
but for planning new trips: within the years of 
1840 to 1841, he visits Hungary, Austria, 
Germany, France and England, in the months of 
June until August of 1842 he reaches Paris, Lyon, 
Marseille, Nice and Naples, between September 
1842 and February 1843 we find him at Naples, 
Geneva, Marseille, Frankfurt, Switzerland and St. 
Petersburg. And finally, between April 1843 and 
February 1844, as a companion of Prince 
Bariatinski, he revisits Germany, France, 
Switzerland and England (Obreja 1975, 38-39). 
Dragusanu gave detailed descriptions of visited 
places, managing to capture dweller’s lives in 
their multiple aspects — economic, social, 
political, cultural etc.. Our attention is caught by 
the passages that capture the phenotype and 
characteristics of the peoples he came in contact 
with. About Viennese, the traveller said they were 
"thin", "agile", "solicitous" and "good". Italians 
were praised in virtue of their architectural 
masterpieces, expressing his belief that only 
"enlightened" people have the ability to appreciate 
art. The French were described as wonderful 
people, "of small stature, sinewy, with a dark face, 
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with expressive countenance, cheerful in 
demeanour, mettlesome in movement and 
utterance" (Idem, 35-37), but "frivolous", 
"fanfaronade" and "superficial" (Radu 1982, 90). 
Finally, the British surprised him by their 
civilized behaviour, stressing, at the same time, 
that they are not speculators of necessity, like 
other nations, but by their "condition", which they 
remain faithful to until the end of their lives 
(Obreja, 1975, 37-38). 

Alongside Ion Codru Dragusanu we find in 
the Western space the great scholar and politician 
George Barit. His first voyages were 
accomplished in Vienna and had a well 
established purpose: obtaining a number of 
facilities from the authorities (1839, 1845, and 
1847). The most popular foreign travel takes place 
in 1852 when, appointed by a group of merchants 
from Brasov, he starts to prospect the Western 
market for the purchase of industrial machinery. 
Barit left Brasov on October 14 heading towards 
Pest and hence, by Vienna, Munich, Leipzig, 
Dresden, Cologne, Halle, Magdenburg, 
Brauschweig, Hanover, he reaches the North Sea, 
Belgium and the Netherlands. His diary is well 
known due to the notes printed within the 
publications whose founder he was — "Gazeta 
Transilvaniei" and "Foaie pentru minte, inimă şi 
literatură", notes that were further collected and 
published as a volume after almost a century from 
their writing (Popa 2003, 89-90). 

According to his notes, the motivation that 
lied behind the recording of these experiences was 
the purpose to inform his fellow countrymen, in 
particular those who, for various reasons, were 
deprived of the possibility to make such trips. 
"I've never written for those who know and 
understand," said Barit, but "only for those who 
need to be informed and to widen their knowledge 
about the world" (Barit, December 17, 1852, 380-
381). The author notes include descriptions of 
visited places and cities, meditations on the 
technology’s progress and on its concrete benefits, 
the modernization of communication and 
transports, but also observations on the habits of 
the populaces that he came into direct contact 
with. Speaking of Hungary, Barit recorded that it 
is full of thieves, a kind of "Arabs of the 
Hungarian plain". He makes, then, reference to 
Hungarian nationalism and also criticizes the 
education institutions because they have never 
offered any "brilliant architect" to design 
buildings like the British, Belgian, French or 
Dutch (Popa, place above cit.; Barit, November 
12, 1852, 341-343). The Saxons, in turn, are 
described as "enlightened" people, individuals 
with a “pleasant and very thoughtful” character 

towards any stranger they came across (Ibid., Dec. 
23, 1852, 385). As for the Belgians, Barit praised 
their hard work and also noted the similarities 
between their habits and those of the inhabitants 
of Transylvania: "The Transylvanian who 
produces his own wine invites you to taste it, the 
Belgian, who barely knows the vineyard, treats 
you well with wine. The Turk serves you with 
jam, coffee and calean, the German treats you 
with beer, and the Muscovite with rum and 
brandy..." (Popa, instead above cit.). 

Making reference to cities, Barit declares 
himself a great admirer of the German ones and, 
especially, of Munich's, where he had the 
opportunity to visit the residence of the king of 
Bavaria, the five theaters, the Academy, the 
Library, the University and other cultural 
establishments. Speaking about the first, the 
author observes the construction’s luxury and the 
decoration objects’ opulence, true masterpieces of 
human genius. He notes, then, the royal treasury 
with its extremely precious jewels and objects, 
including statues of gold, crowns, rubies, 
emeralds, pearls etc.. As for the other 
establishments, the Romanian intellectual 
emphasizes the wide range of specializations that 
the academic institutions were offering those who 
wanted to study, beginning with the philological 
seminars, the polytechnic institutions, up to 
academies of art or to conservatoires, and also the 
abundance of public or university libraries’ 
collections (Barit, December 23, 1852, 383-384). 

In the same year, 1852 respectively, 
Timotei Cipariu too is walking across Europe. His 
trip to northern Italy has remained known due to 
the letters that the great Romanian philologist sent 
to the editor of the two Romanian publications of 
Brasov, Iacob Muresan. He passed by Venice, 
Verona, Mantua, Padua, Milan, Como, Monza, 
Balgiano and expressed admiration for the land 
the image of which, as a Latinist, he kept in the 
depth of his soul since a long time. Cipariu was, 
in fact, a proficient speaker of Italian language 
and a great amateur of Italian literature, the 
influences of the latter being felt in his debutant 
literary attempts. Positive assessments about the 
population of the peninsula may be noticed among 
the epistles he sent to his province. In trying to 
make a comparison between Italian and German 
actors, Cipariu showed himself to be the 
unequivocal supporter of the former. "The fiery 
character of the Italian, the precision and the glib 
of their utterance and, among all, the elegant 
sounds of language tell them apart, in my opinion, 
from those of German descent in many respects" 
(Sângeorzan, 1979, 49), was he to tell his 
correspondent. He said about Italy that it’s a 
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country of gardens, a place where nature shows its 
generosity toward people. He visited the cities 
and, especially, their religious or cultural 
establishments. From churches and domes, up to 
theatres and libraries, nothing escaped the 
attention of the Romanian intellectual. The 
Armenian Library in San Lazzaro stirs up his 
astonishment and, at the same time, his deep 
regret. Astonishment that was due to the vast 
Armenians’ activities of translators and printers; 
regret, for the feeble development of these 
activities on the Romanian soil. An equally 
pleasant surprise raised in him the innumerable 
palaces, the archaeological objectives, the gardens 
and the public squares scattered throughout the 
whole of northern Italy. About monuments in 
Milan he says that they are so sublime, that "eyes 
are never satisfied to see them" again and again, 
and the vast arena of the Bra Square, in Verona, 
presented to him as a "great ruin, so eminent that 
makes you be affright" (Ibid). Milan appears to 
him, in other respects, as "the most splendid and 
queen of all Italian cities ..." (Ibid, p 50). 

August Treboniu Laurian began his 
European journey in 1855 as a companion of 
Costache Negri. He reached Vienna where he was 
present at the conference that followed the 
Crimean War, and, at the suspension of meeting, 
decided to continue his adventure, having a 
purpose of scientific nature, i.e., studying the 
organization of educational institutions in 
Germany, France, England and Italy. The itinerary 
of his trip has been kept through the 37 letters that 
the author has sent for publication in magazines 
such as "Foaie pentru inimă, minte şi literatură" or 
"Gazeta Transilvaniei" (Roşu 2006, 1998-1999). 
Concerning his accounts, they mainly target 
schools and cultural institutions. Neither is there 
any description missing from the ones he made 
for the visited cities or for the events that he had 
the opportunity to attend, for example that of the 
Universal Exposition in Paris in 1855 that the 
author captures in a letter sent on August 12 
(Laurian, August 24 1855, 195). In London he 
was hugely impressed by the grandeur of the 
Crystal Palace, about which he intended to specify 
that it is "one of the greatest wonders of the 
world" that does not compare to anything that he 
had the opportunity to see in the French capital. 
His amazement was even greater when he visited 
the Oxford library and identified within its 
collections the Tetraevanghelier written by monk 
Gavriil of Neamt Monastery (1429) (Ibid., 10 
September 1855, 208). Pertaining on the 
descriptions made by Laurian of the European 
cities, we make mention here that of Turin and 
Genoa. The first is ranked as one of "the most 

beautiful and regular cities of Europe" and 
impresses both by the geometry of the streets and 
avenues, but mostly by the imposing houses, 
"palaces in the true sense of the word", or by the 
innumerable literary and artistic centres (Ibid., 21 
September 1855, 212). Genoa, in its turn, thrills 
the visitor by its privileged geographic position or 
by its "infinite variety". Likened to a vast 
amphitheatre, built as if to provide the most 
beautiful view over the harbour, Genoa revealed a 
downright charming landscape. "Groups of 
houses, castles, churches, and gardens" were 
placed up to the most prominent heights, and 
"many palaces with historical significance, all in 
marble ..." (Ibid, Epistle XXXI, Ibid, p 213) 
commemorated the glory of long gone days. 

In the second half of the nineteenth century 
the number of those who walked across the West 
was to grow. More and more intellectuals 
completed their studies in major cities worldwide, 
sending letters to inform their kin and 
acquaintances of their experiences, about the 
places and issues that have left their traces upon 
them. Others, instead, set forth in an effort to gain 
knowledge about certain areas and populations. 
It’s the case of Ioan Slavici and that of the great 
publicist Iosif Vulcan. 

Attracted by the charm of Italy, Slavici paid 
there a visit in 1882. Just as with his predecessors, 
the travel descriptions have been preserved by the 
letters addressed to his relatives and 
acquaintances, in this case, to Titu Maiorescu. The 
fascination that Italy has stirred in Slavici touches 
the paroxysm and its beauty has overwhelmed 
him. About Venice he said that "it is beautiful, but 
is beautiful in detail, as always is that which is 
really beautiful". Padua conquered him by its 
"size", by its "monumentality", while about 
Bologna he said that it simply "bewilders the 
mind" (Sângeorzan 1979, 57). His attention was 
focused also upon the populace, managing to 
capture the physical portrait of Venetians, starting 
with the peculiarities of those whom he came in 
contact with. If men give, in general, a less 
pleasant impression, things look quite different 
when it comes to women. Slavici is not making 
any special reference to their beauty, about which 
he said that it’s not at all foreign to other nations, 
but especially to their attitude, to the outfit that 
they took and the way they were swaggering. 
"The Venetian women" confessed the author, 
"have retained in their nature something that fits 
the place. It's not about beauty ... but it's about the 
style of the beauty and especially their clothing, 
about the way they keep their body, their head, the 
way they walk, how they measure you from head 
to toe, and the Venetian woman wrapped with the 
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black cloth and endlessly winnowing with the fan, 
the mild and dawdle Venetian woman, to me at 
least, has deeply engraved my memory and when 
I remember all this I seem to feel why Titian and 
Paolo Veronese have better worked in Venetia 
than elsewhere." (Ibid, 58; Parvulescu 2009). In 
Rome, instead, he was pleasantly surprised by the 
healthful appearance of the city, but also by the 
commanding ruins that recalled the grandeur of 
the erstwhile empire. About its inhabitants, 
Slavici said they were "sober and decent" 
(Sângeorzan 1979, 60). 

The voyage of his contemporary, Iosif 
Vulcan, includes both Western Europe and parts 
of the Middle East, and the resulting accounts 
have delighted the readers of “Familia” magazine 
for years. From first impressions on the journey 
by train or boat, to the most detailed accounts of 
some customs, monuments or dignified buildings, 
nothing went unnoticed by the author. His 
nationalist spirit is bared throughout the travel 
notes. At Franzensbad, for example, he reveals 
himself truly disgusted by the habit of Romanian 
women to speak French, rather than the national 
language. And when a group of Russian women 
claimed that the Romanians are Slaves too, he 
didn’t hesitate to refer to the expansionist 
tendencies of the Russian Empire and to the fate 
of Bessarabia (Vulcan, 21 July / August 2, 1896, p 
395). 

Of all the visited countries, France seems to 
have enthralled him. Everything stirs his 
admiration: from churches, buildings and 
boulevards, up to the well known evidences of her 
majesty: the Louvre Museum, a true "treasure" 
(Ibid., 14/26 December 1867, p 571) to use the 
words of the Romanian scholar, the Pantheon and, 
especially, the magnificent palace at Versailles. 
About the latter he spoke in the most encomiastic 
terms in a letter dated 6/18 December 1867. The 
palace of Louis XIV seemed to him truly 
"spectacular", but the enclosed gardens, instead, 
had in his view an enchanting character. "A 
glance to the front of the castle on the park fosters 
a fanciful dream of an earthly Heaven. No, a more 
beautiful and charming place cannot exist on the 
face of the Earth. Everywhere your gaze rests, in 
every place appears an incredible delight. Here the 
shady walks with innumerable waterfall fountains, 
there, the artificially cut flowers and trees — and 
in the remote places the lake which envisions a 
scene from Venice with its hundreds of gondolas." 
(Ibid., 6/18 December 1867, 560). 

The characterizations made by Vulcan to 
the encountered populations are generally quite 
short. However, there are hardly any 
representatives of a nation, met by him, who 

wouldn’t be taken under one of his various labels. 
About Russian women we may find that they are 
"elegant", "fond of luxury", possibly "pious" and, 
certainly, gourmand (Ibid., 21 July / August 2, 
1896, p 396). The Saxons, in their turn, are 
"bland", "kind-hearted" and nationalists (Ibid., 24 
November / December 6, 1896, pages 361-362). 
British women “rival the elegant simplicity”, the 
bohemian women are "hefty" (Ibid., 21 July / 
August 2, 1896, p 396), the Greeks, "sturdy", the 
Africans, "sun burned", the Montenegrins always 
have their "gun to their belt", the Dalmatians seem 
to be "flaunty", the Macedonians, "nimble", the 
Persians and the Indians, "meek" (Ibid., 15/27 
November 1898, p 546) etc. The most detailed 
presentation is found in the case of the Turkish 
people. The visit to Constantinople has left, 
otherwise, a strange impression to the publicist. 
The mixture of old and modern, of beautiful and 
ugly, of culture and barbarism in terms of 
architecture and general appearance of the city, 
was completed by the apparent heterogeneity of 
its population and its almost aggressive attitude in 
marketing their products. "If you only look in 
such a bazaar, immediately two or three people 
jump out inviting you inside, and if you have the 
misfortune of stopping a moment to a certain door 
they grab you in such a manner that you cannot 
escape" (Ibid.), the publisher tells us in a letter. 
About the same Turks we learn that, when they 
are not engaged in business, they love spending 
time in laziness, smoking their "intoxicating 
hookah, their feet coiled under themselves". 
About their relationships with women, Vulcan 
tells us of the latters’ total confinement and 
subordination (Ibid, December 22, 1898, 611, 
Ibid, 15/27 November 1898, 547). 

While the editor of the "Familia" was 
publishing his oriental impressions in the pages of 
the Oradea magazine, Sextil Puscariu was sending 
to “Gazeta de Transilvania” the journal of his 
western adventures. Letters from Italy started in 
April and by the end of the year the Romanian 
philologist does nothing else but to outline even 
deeper the picture already sketched by his 
predecessors. In general, Italy, with its pride and 
high level of cultural development, presents to 
him as a country that has wiped out "mediocrity". 
And the splendour of its architecture and sculpture 
associated with the immense Roman ruins, were 
giving him the vision of a spectacle in full 
enacting. Milan was presenting to him as a 
"modern", "comfortable" city, with a haughty aura 
provided by the famous Dom, unique masterpiece 
of Gothic architecture. However his most vivid 
emotions are stirred by the capital of the kingdom 
led by Umberto I. The huge statues of the 
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emperors are "bewitching" him, while the Fontana 
di Trevi reveals to him in its entire splendour. 
Puscariu discloses himself to be a great admirer of 
Renaissance art. At the Vatican, for example, he 
noted that he’s simply overcome by the "genius" 
of Raphael, in his opinion, the greatest painter of 
mankind, and in front of Michelangelo's work he 
remains speechless (Sângeorzan, 84-85). He met 
"paradise on earth" in Monaco, in that Monte 
Carlo to confuse him with its exoticism and 
luxury (Ibid, 84). Curierul parizian of the Brasov 
philologist would occur within the years 1900-
1901 in the aforementioned newspaper’s pages. 
Details of his travels were, however, edited also in 
his memoir writings. We are pertaining in 
particular to the volume Călare pe două veacuri. 

If within the above mentioned lines we 
could observe a propensity to travel, to gain the 
knowledge of areas and populations different from 
Transylvanian environment, manifested especially 
among intellectuals, we must say that this inner 
disposition wasn’t foreign either to ordinary 
people, individuals deprived of the possibility of 
gaining access to study within the Transylvanian 
or European academic circles. The best known 
example being that of the peasant Gheorghe 
Cârţan from Cîrţişoara, Sibiu County, whose 
voyage aimed, in accordance with the nationalist 
spirit of the age, at achieving two main objectives: 
the knowledge of the ancestral land, namely, of 
Italy and of the column here erected in honour of 
the conquest of Dacia by Trajan and visiting the 
Holy Land, in Jerusalem, important centre of 
Christian spirituality. 

The series of its journey begins in early 
1896, when he starts in an actual ritual, with 
sacrifices consisting in walking to Rome on foot 
and offerings mainly made up of Transylvanian 
earth symbolically deposed at the foot of the 
monument that commemorated the victories of 
ancient Romans against the Dacians. 
Subsequently, he reached the West, up to France 
and Switzerland and, in the East, up to Jerusalem. 
The details of his adventures are known because 
of his correspondence maintained with 
publications from Sibiu and Bucharest, but also 
because of the articles published in the Italian 
press of the time — Il Popolo, Riforma, Il 
Messagero, La Stampa, Fanfulla, L'Italia (Dinu, 
1979, 144-150). 

Unlike Europe, where he declared himself a 
great admirer of architectural masterpieces, as 
much as of the hospitable habits of the Latin 
brothers, the contact with the Orient disappointed 
him. The landscape appeared to him frankly 
bleak, and the populace’s customs didn’t seem at 
all to him worthy of the spiritual charge of these 

lands. "What a great shame and sin! Well, what 
kind of Christians are the Christians? How can 
their hearts endure all this? Ruins and debris 
everywhere... Four weeks while I was there, I felt 
only pain... Well, you should see, sir, what a 
shindy all over the Holy Sepulchre! The monks 
hassled like gypsies... and if you approach to visit, 
only taxes and tips..." (Ibid, 189-191). However, 
on his way to the Holy Land, Cârţan enjoyed the 
scenery offered by the Bosphorus Strait, the 
beauties of Alexandria and of Constantinople — 
or "the sinful Sodom", as he often called it (Ibid, 
193). 

 
Conclusions 

Reports resulting from such adventures 
have several characteristics. Depending on the 
field of every traveller, on their own beliefs and 
sensitivities, but also on the readings made in the 
period before the actual trip and, therefore, on the 
already formed level of expectation, the contact 
with otherness can positively or, conversely, 
negatively impress one. The relation is always to 
his own sphere of values and the results reflect the 
existing correspondence between it and the new 
cultural area. Western Europe or Occidental 
Europe, alongside the United States usually is 
associated with civilization, with progress. The 
positive descriptions concern, in particular, the 
appearance of cities, the great masterpieces of 
architecture, the urban planning, the development 
of science and technology, the educational system, 
but also issues such as the geographic location or 
the wealth of natural resources. 

On the other hand, the travel in Western 
Europe also had a symbolic function, typical of 
the two trends that dominated intellectual thinking 
of the time, Romanticism and Nationalism, but 
also the peculiar situation of the Romanians in 
Transylvania, namely, their involvement in the 
national movement which aimed at obtaining 
rights and freedoms. First of all, it meant a return 
to origins, a tribute to honour the ancestors by 
updating the events that led to the birth of the 
Romanian people. This respect was demonstrated 
as much by the predilection manifested in 
choosing to visit Italy, as the generally positive 
remarks about the Latin brothers. 

The Middle East, instead, enjoys a dual 
position: it fascinates by the exotic landscape, the 
majesty of the sultans’ palaces or of the great 
mosques. Less pleasant impressions are created by 
the unhealthy appearance of cities, by their 
turmoil and by the often aggressive behaviour of 
traders. To all the above mentioned, references are 
also added concerning the inferiority of the 
Oriental culture and the pagan character of Islam 
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too. A position that reveals, in fact, the attitude of 
superiority of the Transylvanian, adherent of 
Western culture and civilization and proponent of 
a monotheistic religion that recognizes the 
existence of the Saint Trinity and therefore of the 
divine nature of Jesus Christ. 
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Rural and Urban Social Climate 
in The Literary Works of Ion Agârbiceanu 

 
 

A l e x a n d r u – I l i e    M U N T E A N U
1 

 
Abstract. At the dawn of modernity and industrialization, the two social spaces, the rural and the urban, 

where people spent their daily lives were beginning to change and were entering a sort of ideological and social 
war, from which the people themselves had to suffer. The contradictions between the two spaces constitute the 
primary subject of this mainly descriptive text. A narration of the rural and the urban, based not on „impartial” 
state documents, but on cultural products of that time (19th - early 20th c.), like the literary works of Ion 
Agârbiceanu. Characteristics of the transition from a world of certainty, governed by religion, to a much more 
diverse, uncertain and unknown one, are also some aspects to be found in the present text, not mainly from the 
literary analysis point of view, but also by the fact the writer, as member of a conservative cultural elite, saw 
and was most aware of it. 
 
Keywords: rural, urban, 19th – 20th centuries, Modernity, literary works, Ion Agârbiceanu, Romanian peasant, 
poverty, timelessness, alienation 
 

Rezumat. În arealul sud-est european, la începutul modernităţii, cele două spaţii sociale -ruralul şi 
urbanul- in care omul şi-a desfăşurat activităţile de zi cu zi, intrau intr-un război ideologico-social ale cărui 
victime aveau să fie chiar oamenii inşişi. Contradicţiile dintre cele două spaţii fac subiectul acestui studiu, care 
se doreşte a fi unul descriptiv. O naraţiune a acelor caracteristici proprii fiecărui mediu social in parte, extrase, 
nu din documente oficiale, ˝obiective˝, ci din creaţiile culturale ale vremii, mai exact din opera literară a lui Ion 
Agârbiceanu. Trecerea de la o lume a certitudinii, guvernată de religie, la una a diversităţii, a incertitudinii, a 
necunoscutului este al doilea aspect pe care vrea să il scoată in evidenţă acest studiu, dar nu atat din prisma 
analizei literare propriu-zisă, ci mai mult, prin faptul că era o tranziţie pe care Ion Agârbiceanu, ca membru al 
unei elite conservatoare, o conştientiza. 
 
Cuvinte cheie: rural, urban, secolele XIX-XX, modernitate, operele literare, Ion Agârbiceanu, ţărănul roman, 
sărăcie, atemporalitate, înstrăinare 
 

* 
The Rural or 
“...when one lives the priest´s house, he/she feels 
like he/she has gained an enormous work and 
struggle capacity.” (See the short story Două 
iubiri [Two loves], Agârbiceanu 1968 (a), 3) 

Tzvetan1 Todorov said in his Common life. 
Essay of General Anthropology that “the 
recognition of our being and the confirmation of 
our value are the oxygen of existence” (Todorov 
2009, 121); it is exactly what many Romanian 
peasants felt, caught in the midst of the ever 
growing battle between tradition and modernity, in 
those times of social, economic and cultural 
change. 

Judging by Ion Agârbiceanu´s literary works, 
Romanian culture in Transylvania could be 
characterized mainly by the rural, by what one 
could find in the rural habitat. The urban one could 
be regarded as “a bay”, as Rüdiger Wischenbart 

                                                 
1 MA student Alexandru-Ilie Munteanu, “Lucian Blaga” 
University of Sibiu,  
e-mail: alexandru_munteanu21@yahoo.com 

says, or islands of the foreign countries 
(Wischenbart 1997, 33)2. The author´s descriptions 
of different rural episodes are interesting and useful 
for a historian in understanding those times, 
because they describe a period of relative transition 
in Romanian society. In other words, they capture 
the social change that is so complex and differently 
occurring depending on the culture that is 
experiencing it, and that social scientists are trying 
so hard to explain and “capture” it. Historians  have 
to see the changes and reactions on a traditional 
mentality level as well as on the cultivated one and 
to come up with a relation between the old way of 
thinking and the new ideas that are forming and that 
are slowly becoming so to say normal, generally 
accepted. By doing so, the historian can manage to 
draw up, to reconstruct the complex phenomenon 
that is called social change (Duţu 1982, 152). 
Regarding this change (social change), there are 
numerous examples to be found in various literary 
works of the author in discussion: in Domnişoara 

                                                 
2 The author refers to Saxons and Hungarians.  
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Ana [Miss Ana], the main characters, when talking 
about Romania, before and after the Union in 1918, 
their words sound like the following: „now (...) You 
just got to sit down and not even had the time to 
accommodate yourself, that somebody is already 
trying to put you to the ground”. By using the term 
now, one could draw the conclusion that in the past 
things were slightly different, and that with the 
„Great Union” from 1918, the desire of getting rich 
and, with it, corruption were rising. One more 
example of a change occurring in Romanian post-
World War I society can be found again in the 
mouth of Miss Ana, when she sees „the beach zoo”, 
„ the barrels of meat that were slowly and 
agonisingly hard rolling from one part to the other” 
(she was referring to the people on the beach!). Her 
friend, Miss Frunzescu, was not shocked by the 
nudity, but by the fact that the beaches were now 
full of people from al „social classes” (Agârbiceanu 
1985, 9, 109-116, 143). Therefore, one could find 
numerous descriptions of villages and mentality 
(illustrated throughout dialogues between 
characters) in which the ideas of old and new, of 
then and now are separated (chronologically 
speaking) by the Great War (then = before World 
War I, now = post World War I). Again, one can 
find many examples of old VS new. For instance, in 
the short story called Păscălierul, written in 1931-
1932, the author makes the following description: 
„The village has doubled in size; old houses, 
covered with straws, are now rarely seen and are 
hiding, more shameful than humble, in the back of 
the yards, and proud, facing the street, lined up to it, 
similar to the city, are the stone built houses.  The 
streets have also grown large and luminous, and 
where once pigs and geese roamed, now there is a 
street with strong built houses…” So, if before, in 
the old days, the village was small, now it „has 
doubled in size”, if the houses were small before, 
„covered in straws”, now they are 
„hiding…shamefully”, feeling ashamed of their 
size, „in the back yard”, behind the new houses, 
similar to those found in the city (Agârbiceanu 
1982, 271); and examples like this one can be found 
in many other literary works of Ion Agârbiceanu: 
Doi bătrâni [Two elders], În întunerec [In the 
darkness] etc. (Agârbiceanu 1968, 89-91; 
Agârbiceanu 1982, 54) 

Regarding this dichotomy of old and new, 
Rüdiger Wischenbart distinguished two types of 
Romanian-Transylvanian villages: those which 
were more city-like looking and those in which the 
inhabitants became some sort of „immigrants”. It 
means that their village was unable to keep up even 
with the relative industrialization of the economy 
and society in those parts of Europe. The villagers 
of this type of rural settlement found themselves 

some obliged, some tempted by the idea of a 
regular income that the city had to offer, 
abandoning their homes and migrating to the city 
(Wischenbart 1995, 37, see also 39-40). 

The rural described by Ion Agârbiceanu can 
be best characterised by: poverty, illiteracy, 
superstitious Orthodoxism (or popular Christi-anity, 
as Mircea Eliade called it), patriarchal family, a 
labour (agricultural) cult and a form of xenophobia, 
or alterophobia – scepticism when it comes with 
dealing with „strangers” (non-Christi-ans, not from 
the same village, not with the same occupation as 
the majority etc), a rural elite made up of a priest, a 
teacher and the notary. The last, but not less, 
present in the author´s narrations of rural habitat is 
nature, always beautiful, always present and 
watching over peoples´ lives. To get a glimpse on 
how illiteracy affected everyday life, see Valurile, 
vânturile, where a big family fight starts when the 
maid (literate) started arguing with the masters of 
the house about how much do they owe her 
(Agârbiceanu 1971, 370). 

 
„The screeching gates” (Agârbiceanu 1982, 52)3 

As we have seen before, one main 
characteristic of Agârbiceanu´s rural social 
environment is poverty. Short stories like: În 
întunerec [In the darkness], Un răzvrătit [A rebel], 
Ţuţu Ilie, Mizerie [Misery], from which this subtitle 
is inspired, and many others, describe the social 
reality that most Romanian villagers were 
experiencing, that of screehing gates. One simple 
collocation, related with other narrations of rural 
life, becomes a symbol of one characteristic of 
Romanian rural habitat, that of poverty, which 
along it´s aesthetic value (rooftops composed of 
straws, small dirt roads etc) also has a auditory one 
(the screeching gates) and even olfactory, as it can 
be read in the following part: „In the habitat of 
gypsies [ţigănie], the well known smell of the 
morning and of the evening: that of scalded 
weeds”4. The beauty of this type of research, based 
on literature, relies on the fact that one can find out 
insights on daily life even the fact that some 
„peasants´ clothing „(...) smelled like weeds” (See 
the novel, Din pragul marei trecerii [On the turning 
away], Agârbiceanu 1978, 98). Descriptions like 
those mentioned already and  others regarding 

                                                 
3 I chose this type of subtitles in the present article 
because, as Alexandru Duţu argues: it is important to 
know the language used at the time and place that make 
up the study´s subject. In other words, one must analyze 
and/or least observe the language of the community on 
which he is doing his research (Duţu 1982, 99). 
4 The ţigănie is a village „neighbourhood” in which only 
Roma people lived, mainly at the outskirts of the 
settlement. 
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nature, offer a wider image on Romanian-
Transylvanian (but not only) village, seen by the 
author and others of his contemporaries as the 
source of national identity, which at that time (end 
of the 19th century and the beginning of the 20th 
century) was in the middle of a construction 
process. The Romanian peasant became to be 
admired for his simplicity in that time and to be 
regarded as a victim of the first sparks of modernity 
in these parts of Eastern Europe: „Neglected, 
robbed by foreigners and even by his countrymen, 
this people of peasants has managed to keep it´s 
vitality in spite of being oppressed most of the 
time.” (Nicolae Iorga). This is just one of many 
examples on how the cultural elites viewed the 
peasant´s situation (Iorga 1985, 56, 61; 
Wischenbart 1997, 36). 

In this rural universe, where even winter 
became a reason of fear and anxiety, because the 
cottages, in which many peasants lived, were not 
enough to keep them warm and isolated from the 
cold, fire wood gained a luxury status for some 
(Agârbiceanu 1982, 221). Others, like Miluc, 
committed suicide, or went knocking from door to 
door for food. Some peasants got a bit more 
„lucky” and got hired to go and gather wood for 
others, wealthier, in exchange for some food (See: 
Teleguţ -1909, Miluc -1909, Prăginel -1909 in 
Agârbiceanu, 1982, 113-116, 105-109). This year, 
1909, could be regarded as the „year of poverty” in 
the author´s writings, due to the large number of 
short stories in which the main theme is that of 
poverty. One could definitely say that a land reform 
was most necessary.  

But the rural social environment described by 
the writer, was a more diverse and complex one and 
sometimes it reached the „values” of the grotesque; 
a world where the poorest of the poor found 
themselves in a really medieval situation, like it is 
shown in the following „song”:  

Zi, ţigane, să-ţi dau carne, 
C-a murit un cal in vale, 
Şi mă duc, să ţi-l aduc, 
Şi te fac ca pe-un butuc5  

 (Agârbiceanu 1968 (a), 442) 
And speaking of food and it´s relation to 

poverty, uncle [bădicul] Melentea, enjoying the 
piece of meat from his ciorbă6, said about his 
neighbours: „Soup, meat, a good broth, they had 
none of these! (...) And it is not just the elders that 
are living this way. The children are doing even 
worst. If they have a bit of cheese, it is like they 

                                                 
5 [Sing, you gipsy, so that I’ll give you meat, ‘Cause in 
the valley died a horse, And I’ll go and bring you it, And 
then plump you like a log].  
6 A kind of soup, with Slavic origins. 

own all the riches of the world”, (...) „a tiny old 
woman, hunchbacked like a bended walking-stick. 
She has an old house, with sunken walls, with 
small, sleepy windows.” (Agârbiceanu 1968 (a), 
229, 268) Here is where the belief that having your 
children settled in their own house is the social 
success that every parent should have: „What can 
we say, old woman, we settled our kids (…) Let 
God give them more luck from now on”, and that 
sending your children to high school in the city was 
„the thing that raised you above all others.” 
(Agârbiceanu 1968 (a), 94-95; Agârbiceanu 1985, 
15). 

As a member of the Romanian elite, Ion 
Agârbiceanu tried to offer an example, to connect 
the reader with the peasant´s situation, in order to 
create a sort of solidarity from which a national 
identity could be strengthened and later to bring a 
message of „purification”, adopting a specific 
nationalist-spiritual/ Orthodox position, that was 
most popular in Romanian society, in the first half 
of the 19th century, regardless if we are referring to 
The Kingdom of Romania, Transylvania or Grater 
Romania. A truly messianic atmosphere can be 
found in the short story Sfântul [The Saint], written 
in 1942. Messages like: „people have gone mad, 
have rotten, they are no longer going to church, 
nobody is fasting, everybody is swearing, stealing, 
some are even murdering” announce the outbreak 
of something big, a lack of stability (the action of 
the story is taking place in the year 1938). The 
Saint, sometimes viewed as an insane man, 
sometimes as a saint, has the image of a Messiah in 
this particular short story, always preaching that a 
change is necessary because society has a disease 
(Agârbiceanu 1998, 145-151). A Messianic 
message can also be found in the novel Biruinţa 
[The victory], written in 1930, where war is seen as 
a consequence of the fact that „today, Christianity 
is nothing more than an empty word, that lacks 
good deeds.” (Agârbiceanu 1983, 118). Besides 
transmitting a warning, Agârbiceanu is, again, 
showing that there was a difference in behaviour 
and in mentality between then and now („today, is 
nothing more than…” ), between before World War 
I and after it. 

 
„ ...with his chest in front, like a military man...” 
(Agârbiceanu 1968 (a), 158) 

If poverty is related to illiteracy, then the first 
is the product of the second. At the end of the 19th 
century, illiteracy was the general reality among 
Romanians who lived in The Kingdom or in 
Transylvania. That is the main reason why 
situations that nowadays would be regarded at least 
ridiculous, then had a tragic impact on people´s 
lives. This explains why „the head of the village” 
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had, among other things, the capability of reading. 
In other cases illiteracy offered those who can read 
a source of income. For instance, a woman trying 
desperately to find some money for her son´s 
„treatment” (the priest´s prayers) sells some of her 
belongings to a trader. The trader, however, gives 
her false money, telling her that the bills are a new 
type. Here is an example on how some people were 
so easily fooled, on how illiteracy and the lack of 
knowledge made way for corruption and suffering 
(Agârbiceanu 1968 (a), 424). 

„...with his chest in front, like a military 
man”, is how a certain Pătruţ entered the village 
bar. Why? As the author tells us, that is because he 
knew to read. It is this capacity that he would 
proudly show on every occasion he had, like every 
time he read the newspapers for his friends. After 
reading some news, „he would suddenly feel a 
different man, more self confident, more 
respectable, than before.” (Agârbiceanu 1968 (a), 
158-160). 

Although literacy is not in the centre of rural 
life, the peasants valued, respected the person who 
had a minimum of knowledge. Minimum because, 
in the same rural mentality, one can also find the 
opposite approach when it comes to knowledge:”… 
scientists grow uneven (…), they remain the 
poorest with their soul” (Agârbiceanu 1978, 87). In 
the story, Pustnicul Pafnuţie şi Ucenicul său 
Ilarion, the orthodox priest warns a young man that 
reading („cetania”), „thinking makes you fight with 
the Almighty”, besides keeping you distracted from 
things that really matter, like:”agriculture, hay and 
sheep…” (Agârbiceanu 1998, 26, 31). This 
question (in the original text it is written as a 
question) is another example of how many peasants 
lived and thought. 

As in the case mentioned above, a certain 
Vasile Cândea, a retired professor of biology, 
seeing children walking home from school and 
„working the fields” with their parents, he recounts 
that he did exactly the same thing when he was a 
boy. Summer holidays were an occasion of 
agricultural work for pupils. But, this is not 
necessarily a bad thing, as one could think. One 
must keep in mind that in rural environment, 
agricultural work is regarded almost as a cult, a 
religion strongly connected with Christianity. 
Working the fields was a real joy, or at least this is 
what Ion Agârbiceanu is trying to transmit through 
his literary works, narrating, the almost 
mythological episode of the peasants singing as 
they harvest from the fields:”It was an awakening 
(…), a calling from the depths of creation…”; these 
were the words of Vasile Cândea when he was 
listening to the women as they mowed 
(Agârbiceanu 1978, 29-30, 48- 50, 56-57, 92-93). It 

seems that Mircea Eliade was right when he said 
that archaic, traditional communities attribute 
spiritual values to practically everything. Every 
activity has a spiritual meaning besides the 
material, physical nature, from the sanctification of 
the house to imitation Dei, when the peasant 
„creates”, for instance, the agricultural lands by 
planting seeds (Eliade, 2007, 22, 27, 41-43). 
  
„Lord, Almighty...” (Agârbiceanu, 1998, 15) 

Traditional societies are characterised by the 
opposition between the known habitat („our own”) 
and the unknown (that belongs to strangers and is 
chaotic, dangerous, and sometimes even evil). This 
is one main trait that includes Agârbiceanu´s rural 
societies in the pattern of traditional, archaic ones. 
By combining two short analyses about religion, 
religious symbols and spiritual feelings, one 
belonging to Clifford Geertz, the other to Mircea 
Eliade, we reach the conclusion that religious 
symbols offer weight to simple human activities 
and that religion, in general, is the saviour of the 
traditional man. It is his escape from the three 
critical situations that human condition can face: 
reaching the unexplained, reaching the end of his 
endurance and finally, facing the edge of morality 
(Steinberg 2002, 224).   

In this space of popular Christianity, religion 
and religious values represent the main substituent 
of rules and norms of social behaviour established 
by secular laws. Christianity imposes to locals a so 
called „religious holiday clothing”. Sunday, as the 
day of the Lord, surpasses all the other days in 
importance and significance. The peasants view 
regarding Creation was that of work. When God 
creates, he works, so comes to the logic of 
traditional societies, or at least this is what 
Agârbiceanu shows through his writings, that work 
is something divine and sacred7. The only exception 
is represented by Sundays, when after all, God, 
Himself rested. As every religious manifestation, 
                                                 
7 Work is the main theme of the story called Pustnicul 
Pafnuţie şi ucenicul său Ilarion (1942). In this literary 
work, the author builds a cult regarding work, raising it 
along side of God, in the center of the Universe. As we 
seen before: since God created (worked) the world, work 
is one fundamental, universal law of practically 
everything: the trees are „working” to dig their roots 
deeper into the earth and to grow. „The working nations 
evolve; the idle ones are standing still in evolution…” 
Furthermore, when the young man comes to the solitary 
monk, he has a moment of inspiration, thanks to his new 
mentor, and discovers the source of his unhappiness: the 
lack of work, idleness. So, work was not just a simple 
physical activity, it was a sort of primordial law of 
happiness (a sine qua non). Without it, nothing in the 
Universe would work, not even the interior peace and 
happiness of the individual (Agârbiceanu, 1998, 41-49). 
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like every ritual, going to church on Sundays had to 
be signalled somehow: special clothing, for a 
special ritual; is the simple law, the mentality that 
governed the peasant and his religious 
instincts:”(...) he took from his old woman cleaned 
clothing for the church.(...) Then, they both headed 
towards the church with sweet basil in their hands”. 
On the way, they frequently stopped for the very 
well known discussions, almost „poems” of a sort 
of „Christian solida-rity”:”- Are you going to the 
holly church? May God bless you! (...) May God 
give (children, a.n.) to others as He has given us !” 
(See the short story Bunica [Grandmother] - 1904 
from Agârbiceanu 1982, 8 and Doi bătrini [Two 
elders] - 1907, from Agârbiceanu, 1968 (a), 95). 

If a child was born on a religious holiday, he 
would most probably be named in the memory of 
that „holy day”. It is the case of a boy born on 
Christmas Eve and who was named Crăciun, 
literary meaning, Christmas: „Give him the name 
Christmas, because it is a good name!”, said the 
waits. Not only was he born on Christmas Eve, but 
he would have a life of prophecies, he would be 
known in many villages as the Saint who preaches 
the blessing of the Romanian people (See the novel 
Sfântul,/ the Saint, in Agârbiceanu 1998, 158). 
Christianity, among other things, even with its´ 
popular version, with many pagan aspects 
(attributing to animal supernatural values and many 
other things), imposed peasants a way of being, 
gave the rural its own specific social climate. 
  
„…may people spit on her” (Agârbiceanu 1968, 
65; Agârbiceanu 1982, 300-302) 

 Eva, in the holly book of Christianity, is 
blamed for convincing Adam to eat from the Tree 
of Knowledge, thus committing a sin, and therefore 
descending into mortality. This message has 
survived in traditional mentality and through this, in 
social reality, the result being a divine pre-
established order that made man superior to 
woman, that raised man on a pedestal and lowered 
the woman in a state of impurity and limitation to 
the private space (home), being nothing more than a 
good (as in product). (Ciupală 2003, 17, 20-23) The 
ideas of timeless society and patriarchal family are 
strongly related to one another. The patriarchal 
family was the main cell of rural society, the 
environment that created the future. Therefore, how 
things in the family were, would mark how the 
entire rural community would develop. A 
generational cycle that would be envied by the most 
perfectionists allowed the perpetuation of the same 
ideas in the rural habitat, giving it another 
fundamental characteristic, „timelessness”. 

Travellers coming in these parts of Central-
Eastern Europe in the late 1800´s and early 1900´s 

describe their impressions, more or less, like the 
following, which belongs to a soldier who fought in 
the Great War. Here´s what he narrates: „I could 
feel bought, the wild beauty of nature and its 
cruelty, I could guess the profound tragism of these 
intermediate places between Europe and Asia”. 
Other Germans views were pretty similar, 
describing these places as an „immortal landscape” 
(Wischenbart 1997, 35)8.  

References to the collocation „immortal 
landscape” can be found in numerous descriptions 
of rural environment: „From faraway, from the top 
of every hill you would walk closer, you would see 
a multitude of white house walls and rooftops, 
among which, one can se some reddish new tiles; 
rarely one can spot rooftops of hay. A wooden 
steeple still stands, darkened by the passing of time, 
rotten by rains, blackened by the scorching heat, on 
Măgurii Mici crest, next to the western abandoned 
cemetery. (...) Between the church and boyar´s 
houses eaten by time, there is a square patch of 
land, like a market. But since Cozla does not have a 
daily active market, not even a weekly one, the 
locals use it only as a place of talking after the 
church service ends, or when they leave the 
neighbourhood bar, or to hear some interesting 
news. From time to time, potters stop with their 
small horse-carts and pottery...” (Agârbiceanu 
1983, 48) 

As I mentioned above, patriarchal families 
are also a key active factor of this „immortal 
landscape” that is Romanian rural environment. 
The dominant aspect of such a family can be 
resumed, although I risk simplifying to much the 
problem, to the next sentence: „What can a 
woman´s head possibly understand?” Daily 
occurrences tend to strengthen the statement above: 
Arranged marriages were nothing strange to these 
types of families, the girl often could not decide for 
herself who she will marry. Choosing a suitor 
implied life experience, which only parents could 
have. It is interesting that love (a taboo subject, that 
girls were not suppose to talk about) was not such a 
criteria, its place would be taken by wealth. This is 
one reason why, there was a trend in marrying the 
daughter of the priest with the teacher´s boy. 
(Agârbiceanu, 1968, 242; Vasile 2009, 100-101) 
Real individual dramas would spark out of 

                                                 
8„They had their heads naked; they walked barefoot, 
dressed with only a shirt tied up with a rope. They were 
both blonde, with a much lightened hair, with bluish 
eyes, with their cheeks a bit dirty.” (Agârbiceanu 1978, 
79) Relate this narration with that of the German soldier. 
It is as if this is what he meant by: „I could feel bought, 
the wild beauty of nature and it´s cruelty, I could guess 
the profound tragism of these intermediate places 
between Europe and Asia.” 
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mentalities and situations like: „God curse papa, 
he´s the one who got me married!”, said a girl 
who´s marriage turned out bad (Agârbiceanu, 1982, 
58). In the novel On the turning away, the reader 
finds out that a certain Veronica had to marry „Ionu 
Rafirii, a lu´ Stan” (John the son of Rafira and 
Stan), while she wanted to marry „Vasile 
Mărginean, a Săndulesii” (Agârbiceanu 1978, 101). 
One could also observe the way people were called 
inside the community: „Ionu Rafirii” (John, son of 
Rafira); specific to archaic, small communities, 
where everybody was „somebody´s”. When the girl 
was so unlucky that she did not listen to her parents 
regarding marriage and things did not turn out well, 
the accusations would pile up. In some cases, like 
Maria´s, things would turn tragically, the girl dying 
because of her decision 9 (Agârbiceanu, 1968 (a), 
98-103). 

Patriarchal families represent just one aspect 
that give Romania rural environment the social 
climate characterized by timelessness. This social 
atmosphere is the product of a series of factors, 
starting with the general social conduct of the 
inhabitants and ending, as we have seen, with 
landscape descriptions: „…the village laid almost 
hidden in the greenness of the trees, like in a forest. 
(…) It was still early in the morning when the 
church bells started their bing-bang, mixing 
harmonious with the vau-vau and ting-tang of the 
smallest bell. The bells of Bogatu village were 
famous among neighbouring villages: when the 
atmosphere was just right, they could be heard by 
far away; in summer when rainy clouds gathered, 
the villagers put all their faith in the bells to drive 
away the heavy rain clouds. They were old bells, 
with lots of silver on them. They were bought 
nearly a century ago by a wealthy Christian, a small 
boyar who had many sheep.” (Agârbiceanu 2004, 
13).  

In the village of Teleguţa, the inhabitant 
would fight each other for a certain priest, the 
community having more than one at the same time. 
These fights and tensions are testimonies of a world 
in which clans still existed. A system in which each 
clan had a favourite in reaching a leading position 
in the community’s lives, that is the institution of 
priesthood. In the same village, medieval-like 
manifestations took place when the community´s 
good image was at stake. Almost every heresy, 

                                                 
9 Mary is the main character of the eponime short story. 
Disappointed by the „world´s mouth” (another presence 
in Romania villages), she leaves for the city, „where she 
can get lost in the crowd” and falls in love with an artist. 
The girl would eventually die, as her father predicted 
because of his mistrust regarding the artist and the fact 
that his daughter „would sit in front of him and he would 
keep signing that paper”. 

every deviation from the Christian dogma could 
become a grotesques spectacle for the peasants. 
„…may the people spit on her” was not just a 
vulgar affirmation of somebody, it took the value of 
a real charivaris, described by the French historian 
Daniel Fabre (Fabre 1995, 283-301; also see 
Agârbiceanu, 1978, 153)10. The climax of the 
tensions was when the community’s reputation was 
in stake, often meaning that the „village girls” did 
some „unclean deeds”. The inhabitants of Teleguţa 
were run a saw by their neighbouring communities 
for this reason. It was unacceptable in this type of 
traditional or, better said, archaic social space. The 
girl(s) would be tied up by the church door and at 
the „Christian” advice of a peasant, „…may the 
people spit on her” (see the short story Popa Man, 
in Agârbiceanu, 1968, 65). The resemblance 
between the 19th century practices of the villagers 
of Teleguţa and the Old Regime charivaris in 
France is doubled by other daily life aspects from 
the same village, where the elders were 
complaining about „A few youngsters” that „made 
themselves in charge of the village. It is that 
violation of public space, that again, Daniel Fabre is 
referring to and that can be a result of the absence 
(at some point Teleguţa did not have a priest) of a 
member of the rural elite, the priest; the similarities 
are truly astonishing (Agârbiceanu 1968, 66-67; 
Fabre 1995, 302-305). 

Even the individual is described by the author 
in a mystical-medieval manner. Here is how he 
describes Dinu Natului: „He had small, foggy eyes, 
as if darkness was surrounding them. (Agârbiceanu 
1968 (a), 308-309) „Black, foggy eyes” is a cliché 
found in many of Agârbiceanu´s writings. The 
author is trying to mystify the Romanian peasant, 
since eyes are the mirrors of the soul and many of 
the author´s characters have „small, dark, foggy 
eyes”, their soul is very well hidden from others. 
Death encounters represent other mystical 
experiences to be found in Ion Agârbiceanu´s 
literary works. (See Agârbiceanu 1968 (a), 289-
293) 

One could draw the conclusion that by 
multiculturalism, religion, social behaviour: 
passivity, self-victimization (Agârbiceanu, 1968 
(a), 164; Mitu 1996, 187-192)11 the „delayed 

                                                 
10 Charivaris (fr.) = scandal, loud noise. A feudal custom 
in western societies practiced until the XVIIIth century, 
which took place in the case of an unwanted marriage in 
the community. The couple would often be carried on a 
donky on the street. 
11 For example, the opinion that Romanians were 
betrayed by the Austrians in 1848 because „Romanians 
are getting stronger that other nations in Transylvania” as 
it is shown in a petition from 1849 is also believed by a 
teacher, Dumitru from the short story Bădicul Pătruţ. 
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charivaris, Romanian Transylvanian rural 
settlements identify pretty much with the Balkan 
specific, known in the late 19th century, when due 
to the necessity of naming the space where new 
states were emerging in the political context of the 
slow decade of the Ottoman Empire, western 
scholars referred to the region as The Balkans. 
(Goldsworthy 2002, 15, 87) This region, being in 
the midst of an important cultural and social change 
(abandoning Eastern values and adopting the 
western cultural trend of the time), starts producing 
a new type of elite, apart from the old feudal 
(mostly economic) one that ruled the region for 
centuries, a cultural and political one. This aspect of 
elites, in this case, rural elites makes up the subject 
of the following study. 

 
„(…) you do not get hardened by hard times, 
instead they soften you.”( Agârbiceanu 1968 (a), 
85) 

We have seen so far that Romanian society, 
both from Transylvania and Romanian Kingdom, 
resided mostly in rural environment. The same 
thing applies for a large number of Romanian elites; 
they grew up in villages and then went to high 
schools and universities in Romanian and foreign 
cities. This could explain the elite´s traditionalism 
and nostalgia regarding rural Romania. 

Romanian rural elite formed and developed 
from three directions: religious/spiritual, 
represented by the priests; the educational/civic, 
meaning the teachers and finally, the administrative 
one, represented by the notary. The order in which 
they were presented in this paper is not randomly 
chosen, for this is a suggestion on their importance 
in rural daily life, the last (notary) being only the 
link between reality (the state) and the „forgotten”, 
as in „timeless”, almost unchanged Romanian  
village. If the priest´s role was that of spiritual 
education and forming of „model citizen”, the 
teacher´s role was that of a more cultural education 
and I would consider a „deputy” of the first. The 
teacher would help transmit and keep alive local 
values, but mostly national ones, keeping 
nationalism alive. In the short story, Bădicul Pătruţ, 
mister Dumitru (the village teacher) was talking 
with the people about: „How beautiful is my 
country, the proudest given by God himself” and in 
Singurătate (Solitude), another teacher, mister 
Murăşanu was practically in love with his new 
country, Greater Romania. It is about this love that 
he would talk every day at school with his pupils: „I 

                                                                              
Dumitru was amazed by „the beauty and richness of the 
country” and felt anger because of the „evil in our 
enemies” and because of the „endless fights against 
slavery” that he imagined „as a holy, warm icon”.  

can see that you are different, that you are happy, I 
can feel both, your new life and your happiness! I 
would tender your for ages if I could live that long. 
Your plains, your forests and waters are telling me 
about your endless joy, my country! You are not 
just lifeless land, or wind or water; you are a soul 
that trembles in the happiness of freedom” 
(Agârbiceanu, 1968 (a), pp. 164, 384, 389-391). 
These examples show us that the author takes his 
mission very seriously, as cultural elite that forms 
patriots in a time when that was most needed. One 
interesting and intriguing aspect that is very present 
in the author´s writings is the fact that, 
paradoxically, priests are not quite an example to be 
followed. In the short stories Păscălierul and Popa 
Man the reader can discover the karamazovian 
personality of the spiritual elites of the two 
communities. In Păscălierul, priest Constandin 
„...was a cheerful man who like the company on a 
drink or two, he liked dancing and women”. 
Constandin would employ the practice of a 
„spiritual capitalism” when he decided to read from 
a „magical” book in exchange for some money. He 
even „hired” other priests from neighbouring 
villages to keep quiet about the (fake) healing 
powers of the book and more, to inform him about 
the needs of people in different villages so he could 
fool them that it was the book who told him about 
those needs and problems that people had! A 
recount similar to Marc Bloch´s The Royal Touch. 
In Popa Man, the priest, Emanoil, is also showing 
his „earthly” and loving side, when he was around 
young Firuţa, „wildly” dancing with her and 
drinking some alcohol (Agârbiceanu 1968, 83-84; 
Agârbiceanu 1982, 300-328). 

Furthermore, in the novel Arhanghelii (The 
Archangels), we see priest Vasile Murăşanu 
entering the local pot-house and rolling a cigarette. 
Still, he enjoied a lot of respect from the 
community due to his positition as spirital lider and 
because he insipred stability, drawing the local´s 
attention about people´s greed, at a funeral 
(Agârbiceanu 1986, 25, 61-64, 89-90). 
 
„…it started raining…” (Agârbiceanu 1978, 123) 

One of the few positive aspects that give the 
rural a „chilling” social climate is actually 
represented by nature, by landscapes. Descriptions 
like: „Peace and silence rise over the land as the sun 
sets over a silk screen. (…) In that great silence one 
can hear children hauling and screaming as they 
head home with the cows and, from time to time, 
the cows themselves start lowing. (…) Then the 
silence takes over even more than before” 
(Agârbiceanu 1978, 17-18); „The Spring sunlight, 
the smell of wet earth and that of the grown weeds 
next to the fence, made the old man dizzy…” (the 
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olfactory value of the rural). (Agârbiceanu, 1968 
(a), 362).  
 
Or  

„In summer days the village streets are empty 
and quiet. They seem to be asleep, as they meet 
irregular (…) In the meantime, a dog barks in a sick 
like manner (…) children in ties play. Settled 
grandmothers appear among them spinning the 
wool” (Agârbiceanu 1968 (a), 279), are the only 
ones (descriptions) that give the reader and also the 
„locals” the impression of a peaceful world, without 
any problems at all12. 

Walking near plum trees and seeing the first 
signs of spring: the snow melting, the few newly 
black eyes on the ground, Ion Bîrluţ sais: „Behold, 
nature springs back to life again!” and remembers 
his youth: „his days of manhood, when he worked 
with hay, (…) when clouds were gathering at the 
setting of the sun (…). Then he remembers as he 
walked on the dirt road…” (Agârbiceanu 1968 (a), 
250-253) Nature appears here as present in the daily 
lives of peasants. It is an active factor of renewal, 
not only for nature, but for the peasants as well, 
bringing back beautiful memories from the past, 
because: „Spring likes children and tenders their 
cheeks with warm breezes of wind and sends the 
cold smell of melting snow in their noses 
(Agârbiceanu 1978, 29). 

But nature had one more role in the lives of 
peasants, making them more dependent on her, 
because the crops would be as the weather 
permitted. The thing that really fascinates about 
nature narrations in Agârbiceanu´s literary works is 
nature´s role of a schedule, as a calendar. This 
aspect stands as another proof of the rural 
timelessness: for peasants seasons did not start in a 
certain month, but with some signs given to the 
people by changes in nature: mushroom goulash 
and the second corn crop became the signs of 
summer; gathering grapes and apples, and the first 
heavy hoarfrost were signs of the coming of autumn 
and so on (Agârbiceanu 1978, 46, 51-57). 

As another characteristic of traditional, 
archaic communities without many technological 
resources, nature takes its toll on Romanian rural 
communities. Whether it is the freezing cold of 
winter, or the Cronos value that nature takes, she is 
most present in daily rural life. Surrounded by her 
beauties and richness, the peasant has to pay his 

                                                 
12 As a public voice, Ion Agârbiceanu tries to give the 
impression that Romanian villages were also places of 
peace and that people lived a good life surrounded by a 
beautiful natural landscape similar to those painted by 
17th century Dutch artists. 

tribute: making nature the ruler of time, organizing 
everything accordingly to her will. 
 
The Urban or 
„…they are no longer the people from the 
plough´s horns” (Agârbiceanu 1971, 374) 

Referring to „the moral landscape” of 
modern/industrial city, Professor Steinberg 
describes it in the following comparisons: the city 
was paradoxically a space of reason and science, 
but also of disorder; the city represented 
opportunity and danger, art and vulgarism, com-
munity and solidarity and capitalist individualism. 
In Russia, he argued, these differences were even 
more distinguishable due to the „delay” in 
experiencing the western type of civilization, 
referring to economical and social modernization 
(Steinberg 2002, 147-148).  It is in this para-doxical 
nature of the city (as a symbol of modernity), that 
lies, on the one hand, the fas-cinating complexity of 
modernity, and on the other, the social-general 
reality in which some peasants got „caught”, but 
also the inside-individual one, instable as well, 
going from fear to temptation (and vice-versa), 
from safety to destruction of the individual. One 
can find a very similar situation with the one 
described above in the novel Valurile, vânturile... 
(The Waves and the Winds) written in 1942, in 
which the main character, Ion Roşu, ex-mayor in a 
village, wishes to move to the city, being attracted 
there by the political elite promises and by the 
regular wage. The talks with his wife (who did not 
want to go to the city), are a testimony of a clash 
between two worlds: his wife = traditional world Vs 
himself = modernity. In other words, by its 
complexity (sometimes „aggressive”) shatters the 
balance and the timelessness of the traditional. He 
would move eventually to the city, but as 
politicians were themselves ruled by corruption, he 
would lose his job and house promised and end up 
in a peripheral neighbourhood, seeing the cruel 
reality of the working class, living in a small house, 
where his children were finding it hard to 
accommodate because boys and girls (adolescents) 
lived in the same room. There he will meet Ion 
Dobre, a socialist which, managed to convince I. 
Roşu (he used to believe, as most people back then 
did, that socialism was „against faith and world 
order”), to believe in socialism and as a 
consequence Roşu became „angry at God” because 
„he permits so many unjust things and social 
inequalities to exist”. Ion Roşu would end up 
several times arrested for having participated at 
strikes. (Agârbiceanu 1971, 398-429) It’s a 
hypothesis most similar to the well known one in 
Romanian historiography, that of backward society 
in comparison with western civilization. This idea 
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connected with a religious one, regarding the fact 
that both Romania and Russia are Orthodox - 
mostly agrarian – countries, not only reinforces 
Steiberg´s argument, but allows historians to view 
modernisation from a more „panoramic”, macro-
regional, macro-cultural perspective, that of Eastern 
Europe or Orthodox Europe, ´by God´s law 
profoundly agrarian”. The presence of anarchist, 
socialist and Bolshevik - of Marxist philosophy in 
general – in Russia, and mostly because these ideas 
were adopted by a part of Russia´s cultural elite (eg. 
Dostoievski, Tolstoi), then by a part of the Russia´s 
working class, transformed the general view 
regarding the city in a more tolerant one, whereas in 
Romanian society this did not happened, almost all 
cultural elite sharing right-wing ideology. To 
conclude Russian peasants and intellectuals, were 
more used to left-wing ideas than Romanians, this 
made it easier (of course there are uncountable 
exceptions) to accommodate to city/modern 
industrial way of life. What one not knows, one 
fears! How distinguishable is the difference of 
perception between Romanian and Russian 
peasants towards the city remains an interesting 
aspect worth studying (Steinberg 2002, 156). 

Wischenbart argued that there are two types 
of Romanian villages, the one capable of dealing 
with modernity and the one that gets „eaten” by it. 
The same, bipolar distinction is available for 
Romanian cities, both from Transylvania and the 
Kingdom of Romania, described in the author´s 
works. Therefore, in Ion Agârbiceanu´s literary 
works one can find two types of urban settlements. 

Firstly, there is the Blaj city type; the positive 
city of Licean …odinioară [Highscool student… 
once], from 1939, and from the short story O glumă 
[A joke], written in 1912. These are examples of a 
positive urban universe, of hope for a better life, of 
walks, of education, a world where: „He felt like 
grabbing everybody by the hand and tell anybody, 
full of joy: -´Wow, sir, this is really a good place to 
live´!” (Agârbiceanu 1968 (a), 326). 

Secondly, one can find a different kind of city 
in the writer´s narrations, which are more numerous 
than the first that is the gray, heavy, strange, 
industrial, dirty city. An urban social climate loaded 
with the feeling of alienation, polluted from 
factories, with working class people roaming the 
streets of poor neighbourhoods. This type of city 
can be found in: Valurile, vanturile [The waves and 
the winds], Vremuri şi oameni [Times and people], 
O glumă [A joke], Tată [Father], Prăbuşirea [The 
collapse] etc. In the novel Times and people, 
„Father Scurtu was very disappointed in what he 
saw on the marginal streets where his „guide” took 
him. Bad houses, poor looking, damp, some looked 
like shanties. He thought, for a second, that he was 

not in a Capital city any more. He thought that the 
old man took him in a village. But what a village! 
His hometown, the houses there looked more city-
like compared with these over here. […] He seldom 
spotted a few better looking, with two rooms and 
one very tiny kitchen, in which one could barely 
turn”. It is the only time when the author shows a 
comparative narration of Romanian cities from 
Transylvania and the Kingdom of Romania. 
(Agârbiceanu 1988, 403) 
 
With cows in the city (Agârbiceanu 2004, 73) 

While, at the end of the 19th century and 
beginning of the 20th one, cities from western 
Europe were mature industrial centres, with an ever 
complex urban culture and lifestyle, Romanian 
cities, regardless whether we are referring to urban 
settlements in Transylvania or in the Kingdom of 
Romania, had a more simple landscape, more 
similar to that of a big village rather than to a 
modern city. Take Paris for example: at the end of 
the 19th century, local authorities were undergoing 
massive construction plans in order to enlarge the 
city and its sewers. (See Bourillon 2002) In 
Transylvania, the young pupil Ion Albu was most 
impressed by the cathedral and by the two level 
buildings that he saw in the city of Blaj. 
(Agârbiceanu, 2004, p. 23) If western cities had 
universities and secular schools, in Romanian urban 
schools pupils sang religious chants. In Romanian 
society the Orthodox Church influenced, or better 
said, gave birth to Romanian language schools, 
offering financial aid to those students good enough 
to obtain a scholarship to help them study in Blaj, 
for instance. Therefore, the main „actor” in 
Romanian rural communities, religion, managed to 
make its way in a social space where, at least 
theoretically (modern, secular valour’s that 
characterize cities), it would not be so easy to do so. 
Blaj Gymnasium was ruled by a religious elite, the 
Greek-Catholic clergy who had knowledge in 
classical languages, which made young Ion Albu 
very happy, having the opportunity to study Latin, 
Greek and also Hungarian, because the novel where 
we find out these aspects refers to the time of the 
Austro-Hungarian Empire13 (Agârbiceanu 2004, 42-
45, 56-57, 111, 132). From this novel, 
Licean…odinioară (Highschool student…once), the 
reader finds insides of student life in a 
Transylvanian city from the end of the 19th century. 
Ion Albu had to do other things, besides studying, 
like helping the director with house hold tasks: he 
had to fill wine demijohns and other „domestic” 

                                                 
13 Even the school principal was a member of the 
clergy...who, from time to time, enjoyed smoking a 
cigarette.  
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activities, in exchange for some financial aid. 
(Agârbiceanu 2004, 47-50) The presence of hay and 
cows made young Ion feel like he is at home, in the 
village of Bogatu, made him feel” as if the village 
moved to the city.” (Agârbiceanu 2004, 73) Ion 
embodies the type of student that realizes the 
importance of education, but has the misfortune of 
being educated by primary school teachers and 
priests transformed into professors, among which 
some thought that intelligence lies in „the capacity 
to store information”14; (Agârbiceanu 1985, 28-37) 
a society which, because of the lack of education 
and a large percentage of illiteracy, did not put 
many attention in a detailed education of it´s 
individuals. Financial problems that generated 
different non-educational interruptions would also 
influence pupils: “He would wrote with just a 
pencil for a half a year; with a pen a couple of 
months, from his notebooks he would not waste a 
page; he would by old school books and he would 
then erase every eventual sign and notes made by 
others on them”. Notice that the author is again 
giving an example on „how to do”, how to be a 
model citizen (student in this case), in the sentence 
where Ion would erase every sign from the 
book…he would clean the book, make it look 
better. (Agârbiceanu 2004, 134) Young Ion Albu 
was not just a working boy, who liked studying. As 
the author shows us, he had also a very strong 
moral side, from his early childhood, of course15 
(Agârbiceanu, 1985, 118-119; Agârbiceanu 2004, 
131; Cernat 2005, 134). And where did he spend 
his early years of life? He did it at the countryside, 
in a rural environment. So, the author´s suggestion 
is that children from the country side have a strong 

                                                 
14 Anna´s teachers were complaining about priests 
becoming teachers and were intriged by the fact that a 
priest argued that the capacity of storing information was 
more important than understanding things, that storing 
information was more a proof of intelligence than the 
capacity of analysis.  
15 This moral side comes out when an art album is shown 
to the boy. He was most shocked about the nude bodies 
inside that book and could not have believed that a book 
could actually contain such images. Other examples of 
moral attitude can be found in Domnişoara Ana (Miss 
Ana), where the reader will see that hygene books were a 
taboo subject. 
In this study (Cernat 2005), the author argues of the 
existance of a self-victimisation and self-apreciation 
feeling among complexed populations. The type of 
groups tends to atribute themselves abstract, hard to 
define traits. And he explains himself: for instance, 
Romanians, in order to balance themselves with 
Germans they say that germans are efficent and hard 
working, but, we, Romanians are good people, moral 
people etc. This is called the strategy of social creativity 
and protection of identity. 

moral side due to a religious based education, 
because, as we have seen, religion was a kind of 
„rural constitution”. 

Being the main Romanian urban centre in 
Transylvania, every year, people would put on the 
Romanian Revolutionary flag from 1848. But, this 
time, Romanians from Transylvania were in a new 
political and social context: the Dualist Austro-
Hungarian Empire. The police intervened and the 
entire Romanian gymnasium in Blaj got accused of 
nationalism; a professor got beaten by the 
authorities and the three youngsters, including 
Ionică (Ion Albu, now almost a grown man) who 
got involved had to flee town. (Agârbiceanu 2004, 
142-143, 152, 170) 

In their Dicţionar de sociologie [Dictionary 
of sociology], Cătălin Zamfir and Lazăr Vlăsceanu 
argue that a main characteristic of an urban 
settlement is the so called urban anonymity. 
(Zamfir, Vlăsceanu 1998, 405) It is exactly what 
Ionică felt at his arrival in Bucharest: “The big city 
dazzled him with its daily agitation. People there 
were fast, cheerful, noisy on the streets, in café-bars 
and in restaurants. They were all, Romanians, but 
yet, they did not know each other. Nobody would 
stop and ask them: Who are you and what brings 
you here?”(Agârbiceanu 2004, 183) 

Gheorghe Pruncu, alias Gheorghiţă, was very 
pleased to see his dream come true: moving to the 
city. In the train station: ´The locomotive hissed 
deafening; the train stopped and mister Gheorghiţă 
stepped down on the platform in the mass of people 
on it. He struggled and (…) went in a hurry on the 
sidewalk; with a large smile on his face. He looked 
at people full of love and at the streets, houses and 
statues, practically everything that crossed his path. 
(Agârbiceanu 1968 (a), 325) As he continued his 
walk, admiring the buildings and the secondary 
school, he thought: „Now, this would definitely be 
your kind of world, my dear children, Petre and 
Ioniţă! (…) He laid his eyes on two small shops, 
real fortunes. These places would be perfect for my 
other three children; they will become top traders” 
(Agârbiceanu 1968 (a), 326). As one could clearly 
see, the city amazes him, comforts him by the fact 
that he finally got rid of rural way of living. He saw 
in the city, the answer to all his problems and 
needs: education (for his children) and well 
remunerated jobs and investment opportunities. 
 
„They got him again” (Agârbiceanu 1971, 364) 

But, reality in Romanian cities was a more 
complex one that Gheorghiţă imagined. Here he 
would confront a problem which he would not 
manage to overcome: corruption in politics and 
administration (even though, it is almost pleonastic 
to refer to Romanian politics and administration, 
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because administration was ruled in its smallest 
sectors by political party members). His joy will 
soon turn into despair, as he enters the Palace of 
Justice and is told that the promotion letter he 
received was actually for somebody else 
(Agârbiceanu, 1968, p. 330-332). 

Changes on the political scene (e.g. the 
frequent government falls), implied changes in the 
administration sector, which meant some people 
were frown out of their jobs so other (favoured) 
individuals would take their place. (See Valurile, 
vănturile in Agârbiceanu 1971, 358-364 and 
Sectarii in Agârbiceanu 1983, 187, 222-228, 241, 
253 etc) Ana´s father, Ion Mija, would be thrown 
out of his office, without even be given the chance 
to take his personal belongings from his bureau. 
Examples like these help us distinguish a 
fundamental characteristic of daily life in a 
Romanian city in the early 1900´s, and that is 
political aggressiveness. But things would not stop 
here. He would return to his home town/village and 
be judged by the community. People would talk 
about his failure, about his defeat…defeated by 
what? By the city, by modernity, by things he was 
warned about before leaving, that they (the city 
dwellers) got him again! (Agârbiceanu 1971, 364; 
Agârbiceanu 1985, 40, 47) 
 So, this is how we end up seeing the other 
face of Ion Agârbiceanu´s urban environment. The 
negative side, which destroys, destabilizes and 
drains the individual of religious felling. It throws 
him into the unknown, into an urban anonymity: 
„Father Scurtu was very disappointed in what he 
saw in the peripheral streets of the city. Bad houses, 
poor looking, damp houses, some looked like 
shanties. He thought, for a second, that he was not 
in the Capital city any more. He thought that the old 
man took him in a village. But what a village! His 
hometown, the houses there were, looked more 
city-like compared with these over here. (…) He 
seldom spotted a few, more good looking, with two 
rooms and one very tiny kitchen, in which one 
could barely turn.” (Agârbiceanu 1988, 403). 
 
„one room the size of a nut” (Agârbiceanu 1988, 
436) 

Besides corruption, from the author´s 
narrations, we find out that another key aspect in 
urban daily life is poverty. Therefore, poverty was 
not just a characteristic of Romanian rural social 
universe, but also of urban settlements. Cities in 
both Transylvania and Kingdom of Romania (later 
in Grater Romania) were social spaces in which one 
could see, just as father Scurtu saw: „...one room 
the size of a nut, in an affected building (...) it 
terrified him (Agârbiceanu 1988, 436). On the other 
hand, the bourgeois ladies did not seem to 

mind:”…they were walking, aristocratically 
dressed, with makeup on and with a loud mouth, 
through the dirt on the street” (Agârbiceanu 1988, 
534). An urban landscape of contrasts; large 
boulevards in the centre, with tall buildings, all in 
various western architectural styles: „It was a large 
beautiful street, it made up almost the entire city, as 
he saw. But not even one Romanian enterprises and 
shop, they were all Jewish, and they succeeded one 
another on the whole boulevard. (...) In other close 
neighbourhoods he could notice beautiful houses 
with nice and large gardens and courtyards, like 
villas” (Agârbiceanu 1988, 433) and the majority of 
urban streets who had old, poor-looking cottages 
and café-bars like: „…the uncleanness shocked 
father Scurtu [...]. Dishes only half-washed, spoons 
infected with cit, the entire rooms was so dirty and 
the air was so bad that he barely tasted any food” 
(Agârbiceanu 1988, 393-394). In the story The 
Saint, the city appears as the place of Evil. Peasants 
should keep their distance from that immoral, 
unhealthy environment, for the body and for the 
soul. The city would deprive the individual of 
religion and if religion, faith in God was the way to 
save your soul, then the city is not the place for a 
moral, faithful peasant, for instance Ion Roşu 
stopped going to church simply because his work 
schedule did not permit him to do so. (Agârbiceanu 
1971, 386) Very interesting is how the author, in a 
very subtle manner, builds an image of the urban 
environment, as being full of Jews (strangers from 
Romanians and from Christianity!) and generally a 
negative place in comparison to the country side: 
„The villages from Corneşti district, about seven, 
(…) there has always been a good, strong Christian 
way of life. The land was isolated from any city or 
town by bad roads and distance. The people lived in 
poverty, but they settled with few things, they kept 
their traditions, they fasted. They were not 
alcoholics and they were family men. All villages 
had only one notary. And there it was not a single 
gentleman beside, except for the priest. The 
teachers were locals, working their land with the 
other peasants. Due to the large distances, not one 
girl became a „slave” in the city. This patch of land, 
with its villages, surrounded by large hills covered 
in forests, was renowned as one of the most 
peaceful places there are.” (Agârbiceanu 1998, 155; 
see also Mitu in Zub 1996, 164) One can notice the 
three members of rural elite, all mentioned in the 
same paragraph and that the community lived „a 
good Christian way of life” because „the land was 
isolated from any city or town…” 
 
„The Great Encounter” 

„Here is a timber manufactory and next to it 
one of furniture. All the installations occupied a 
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large terrain, at the outskirts of the city, all 
surrounded by a big concrete wall. Three stacks 
were blowing dark smoke into the air. The entire 
land was transgressed by railroads and locomotives 
were bringing in long rows of empty wagons, 
others, of loaded wagons, and were then 
transporting them to the train station belonging to 
the enterprise. The workers, tens, probably 
hundreds of them were just roaming in the area. 
Some were unloading the wood cargo; others were 
pushing the big pieces of wood in the chainsaws, 
shouting ´hip! hop!´ […] Many of them would load 
and unload large numbers of beech trees and 
evergreen oak. […] At the beginning, hearing the 
factory sirens, in rows, the workers would leave the 
factory, leaving Ion Roşu thoughtless. […] Where 
did they fit? They were workers of all nationalities, 
mostly Romanians, Hungarians and Slovaks. They 
were people with dark looks and faces, so quiet, 
who seat on a few pieces of wood or where ever 
they could eat their poor lunch: dried maize, 
polenta, some bread with a very small slice of 
bacon, a lot of onion and fried potatoes. Roşu felt 
ashamed and uncom-fortable among them. The 
safety which he felt when being with his fellow 
peasants disappeared now, seeing himself next to 
these unknown, sullen people, with hardened face 
lines, as they were slowly eating their lunch. (…) 
He felt that, although, most of them were coming 
from the country side, they changed; they are now 
longer the people from the plough´s horns. With the 
ash from the burnt wood from the factory, it seemed 
that a strange seal has also settled on them that kept 
him away from them. (…) Days and weeks would 
pass, and Ion Roşu could not recover from his 
„interior drift” that he felt since his arrival in the 
city. It was a strange, foreign world all around in 
which he could not enter, that he could simply not 
understand. Uncertainty would flow in him and 
drag him in different directions. […] He soon 
realized that his two high school classes valued 
almost nothing here in this city of over one hundred 
thousand inhabitants, where people with knowledge 
were so numerous. (Agârbiceanu 1971, 372-375) 

It is the most representative description from 
the author´s entire literary work, regarding urban 
atmosphere, regarding the city as a symbol of 
modernity and industrialization. A narration as big 
and important as a psychological testimony, of what 
a traditional, religious mind/mentality felt like 
when seeing the urban. In the paragraph, one can 
find the contradictions, the main differences that 
separate the urban environment from the rural one. 
Himself, a man of mainly traditional views, Ion 
Agârbiceanu describes in a fascinating manner 
„The Great Encounter”, when rural mentality meets 
urban reality, when the „rural” / traditional 

perspective over life meets the urban one. The 
reader can observe that the author´s narration is 
progressive: it begins with a rather environmental 
description of a railroad landscape and continues 
with Ion´s witness of an urban ritual: working class 
people leaving the industrial facility to eat their 
lunches. The author describes briefly, but also in a 
very suggestive manner the workers´ state of mind, 
which (nota bene !) was not like the peasants´, who 
were so eager to talk (the workers were, so silent), 
and also the poor financial situation in which they 
found themselves („eat their poorly lunch: dried 
maize, polenta,…”). 

 A key moment that helps us better 
understand this „Great Encounter”, is the one when 
Ion Roşu (a peasant!) sees the mass of workers, the 
emotions that take over him, like uncertainty and 
anxiety: “He felt that, although, most of them were 
coming from the country side, they changed, that 
they are now longer the people from plough´s 
horns. With the ash from the burnt wood from the 
factory, it seemed that a strange seal also settled on 
them, which kept him away from them”. He also 
soon realized that his high school studies were 
nothing special in a big city, where many people 
had a higher education that he would have believed, 
knowing the situation back home. Again the idea of 
urban anonymity, that we already saw in the novel 
Licean …odinioară [Highschool student... once]. 
His wife will also find that the city hides many 
types of people that she would have never expected 
to even exist: „people without religion”, as she 
called them, the socialists and communists. The city 
portrayed as a „factory” that produces faithless 
people who do not follow the Christian morality-the 
only one accepted by Romanian traditional 
communities, is very well put out by Ion Roşu’s 
wife: “he who does not fear God is capable of doing 
everything” (Agârbiceanu 1971, 384). 

Because of its complexity and diversity, the 
city overwhelms most new arrivals, many of them 
peasants who came to work in the relatively 
developing industrial sector. The high contrast 
between the two mentalities, or better said, the two 
realities: the rural one, whit whom Ion Roşu and his 
wife were used to, and the urban one, reduce and 
practically annihilates every positive dream, any 
hope that the two had regarding their new home. 
Moreover, Ion Roşu, from an ex-mayor in his home 
village, becomes nothing more than a supervisor at 
a warehouse. He also embraces many communist 
ideas because of his many disappointments in daily 
city life: grey-industrial landscapes, in comparison 
to forests back home, corruption instead of 
certainty, these leading eventually to his loss of 
faith: „God is a scarecrow for the stupid”, said one 
communist he met in the city. 
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City life changes everything for Roşu and his 
family: back home people had a strong belief that 
children would follow their parents´ footsteps and 
become good Christians. Here, in the city things go 
in such a different direction: two of his children 
will begin playing football and, more, they, two, 
will embrace anarchist ideas. (Agâr-biceanu 1971, 
357-364, 386, 401, 427-434) All rural values, more 
or less positive, fade in the diversity and 
aggressiveness of the urban environment and with 
it, a new man is born, but a man which is more of a 
„city-dweller” than a „citizen”, a symbiosis 
between the initial emo-tions in seeing the city and 
the financial and spiritual deceptions that soon 
followed: loss of faith, segregation in insanitary 
working class neighbourhoods: “And the 
neighbourhood was old and dirty. An iron 
manufactory had it´s place on that particular street, 
a big foundry, and matches manufactory. Waves of 
untidy workers were walking randomly in the 
neighbourhood and finally held back to the factory 
gates, along hearing the uncommon loud sirens that 
could raise even the dead from their graves”. „Who 
drove out from the villages so many people and led 
them here to poison themselves?” was Ana (Ion 
Roşu´s wife) asking herself. The ones that tried to 
get something from these very quiet people were 
the communists: „It is a pity for you to get 
desperate and start to drink alcohol when you can 
still be useful for society. [...] This upper-class has 
no ideal, they took the name of democracy and 
made fun of it”, is just one speech of leftist 
propaganda in an informal environment: in cafés, in 
factories etc. (Agârbiceanu 1971, 411-437, 457, 472 
etc) 

Although Romanian mid-19th century urban 
environment had some positive aspects, it was 
dominated by the image of poverty, corruption and 
to a certain extent, by segregation: beautiful 
buildings in the relatively small city-centre, but the 
rest of the city had the looks of a bigger village (as 
father Scurtu noticed), aspect narrated also by 
foreign travellers in these parts of Europe, 
beginning with the 18th century and onwards 
(Grancea 2001, 58/8). 
 
Conclusions  

To conclude, most of Ion Agârbiceanu´s 
literary works deal with the rural part of Romanian 
19th and 20th century’s society. The urban, as a new 
type of social environment, is perceived by a 
majority of traditional, rural-born population with 
scepticism, even fear, only sometimes with 
expectations. But, even when the „meeting” with 
the city is a good and pleasant one, (see A joke, The 
waves and the winds and others) through his 
literature, Agârbiceanu still tries to induce the idea 

that the city is a dangerous, almost evil place: it 
seduces you and then it destroys you, your soul, by 
depriving you of your Christian identity-the cause 
of immorality and spiritual crisis. 

We have seen that the main characteristics of 
Romanian rural environment are poverty, 
spirituality-faith in God, illiteracy, timelessness and 
the patriarchal family in which women had strictly 
defined „movement space” and respon-sibilities, 
and a certain mistrust, (sometimes demonic 
perception) in strangers, especially non-Christians. 

The contrast between the rural and the urban 
is the backbone of the author´s literary work: if the 
village is moral, the city is immoral; if the village 
has a wonderful, fairy like landscape, the city is 
drenched in pollution and mostly grey and it is a 
place of corrupt and „darkened” people; if the 
peasant went to work the field whistling, sign of 
being happy, many people in the urban were 
„silent” and so on. The whole literary work of Ion 
Agârbiceanu is, as critics of his time said, a 
moralistic one. It offers the reader an example on 
„how/what to do” and „how/what one must not do”. 
One can certainly say that, in his position of elite, 
cultural elite, Ion Agârbiceanu was not writing 
literature just so literate people had what to read, he 
wrote so people would learn national values, 
democratic and undemocratic ones.   
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The Two Town Halls of Slavici 
    

 
V a l e r i a    S O R O Ş T I N E A N U

1 
 

Abstract. This study’s intent is to bring once more in attention the common subjects that a 
Romanian classic writer had been perceived through by the Transylvanian society, and to follow the 
evolution of Eminescu’s best friend, beginning with the initiator of Young Romania Society, and 
continuing with the one who fought for Romanians’ rights, a teacher promoted by Maiorescu as 
possible model in Transylvanian cultural life, and the man that took a shine to the most hated 
Hungarian premier, Tisza Istvan. 

Slavici, a promoter of social realism in Transylvanian cultural area before Rebreanu, was 
unswerving from his vocation in the natal village Şiria and was ever loyal to the people in Arad’s plain 
where he left from, as he believed that – at least for those living in Transylvania – the Romanian’s 
world is the village. 

Just like characters in his short stories or in fairy-tales, which deviate no way from their own 
chosen line – be it good or bad –, Slavici too was aware of the necessity to be demonstrated pluck or – 
as Boia assessed – an excess of character, and so bringing in equilibrium the balance of ethics amongst 
people of culture. Slavici, his attitude steady no matter which the events, found himself imprisoned by 
the Hungarians as he championed the Romanian cause, and also imprisoned by Romanians for his 
unyielding sympathy for Vienna, that he abode by up to the end. 

 
Keywords: Slavici, social realism, Transylvanian space, national cause, the House of Habsburg, loyalty, 
national solidarity, national culture. 
 

Rezumat. Studiul de faţă se doreşte a fi o readucere în atenţie a temelor comune prin care un clasic al 
literaturii române a fost perceput de către societatea transilvăneană, a evoluţiei celui mai bun prieten al lui 
Eminescu de la iniţiatorul Societăţii România Jună la postura de luptător pentru drepturile românilor, la 
profesorul susţinut de Maiorescu ca posibil model pentru viaţa culturală ardeleană şi până la simpatizantul celui 
mai urât prim-ministru ungar, Tisza Istvan. 

Promotor al realismului social în spaţiul culturii române din Ardeal, până la Rebreanu, Slavici a fost  
credincios ca şi modele şi menire lumii satului natal, Şiria, şi oamenilor câmpiei Aradului de unde a plecat, 
convins ca mulţi alţii că, cel puţin pentru cei din Ardeal, lumea românului este satul. 

La fel ca personajele sale din nuvele sau basme, care nu se abat de la drumul pe care şi l-au ales, bun sau 
rău, aşa şi Slavici a fost conştient de necesitatea de a avea caracter sau – aşa cum s-a exprimat Boia – un exces 
de caracter, echilibrând astfel balanţa pentru alţi oameni de cultură, destul de vulnerabili la subiect. Atitudinea 
sa liniară, indiferent de derularea evenimentelor, l-a pus în situaţia unică de a fi închis de unguri pentru 
susţinerea cauzei româneşti şi de către români pentru inflexibila simpatie pentru Viena, pe care a dus-o până la 
capăt, spre deosebire de alţii. 
 
Cuvinte cheie: Slavici, realism social, spaţiul ardelean, cauza naţională, Casa de Habsburg, loialitate, 
solidaritate naţională, cultură naţională 
 

* 
Ioan 

1Slavici was understood as abruptly as 
his “sluggish”, regional and trenchant style of 
writing. With his written work and his entire 
activity on both sides of Carpathians, Slavici 
created discomfort as he didn’t go in for politics, 
but he gave tongue to axioms, suggesting that 
Romanian’s destiny is to live in togetherness, to 

                                                 
1 Associate Professor, „Lucian Blaga” University of 
Sibiu,  e-mail: valeria.sorostineanu@ulbsibiu.ro 

partake the same creed, and that the union is, 
however, a cultural, and by no way a political one. 

In the period between dualist regime and First 
World War, Romanians – by their Transyl-vanian 
elite, and less by that from Banat – could hardly 
pertain affectively to the official society dominated 
by Hungarians. But they had – indubitably – quite 
different expectations. The dualist period, 
especially in its final part, looks like a continually 
extended period of negotiations, but in the end the 
failure was more than predictable. But Slavici 
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refused to foresee it, he played a waiting game, thus 
he perceived his time like that in fairy tales, in a 
very different manner in comparison to the way 
historical Transylvania lived day by day without 
being what she was meant to be – a part of 
Mitteleuropa. 

Even though it’s long way from fairy tales to 
the memoires that Slavici wrote demonstrating a 
fascinating openness, it is not so hard to see their 
interconnections. Slavici did never separated 
himself of his natal village, that he loved and 
admired all along, although his Memories mentions 
that tolerance was a peculiarity of Romanians 
precisely because they someway lived in a 
segregation, in Şiria, where they felt quite well. 

Few time after institution of dualist regime, 
no one thought that a delegation at the emperor 
would make a good hand, thus it became a legend, 
as they got the right to establish in Şiria two town 
halls, thus two administrations, since there were 
two schools and two churches, one for Romanians 
and another one for the others. It was very 
challenging to understand that these town halls 
could make head against the pressures of authorities 
of Budapest, and only late in 1914 a single 
administration imposed itself (Slavici 1998, 383). 

In the eyes of many reviewers, sociologists or 
historians, Slavici is not only a classical writer 
alongside Creangă and Eminescu, but also a leader 
of opinion, even though he sometimes didn’t know 
to be precise. Slavici, which they perceived as a 
vigorous analyst of identity elements of Romanians 
as nation in Austro-Hungary, substantially 
contributes by his experience and work to the 
retrieval of identity elements (Ignat-Coman 2009, 
33-35). 

But he sees this maintaining and retrieval in 
an immutable geographic space, where possible 
changes should not overrun its borders, which he 
expresses just like: Romanians lived nearby if with 
the others, truth to tell, in good peace, but they 
didn’t live with the others; and so the otherness is 
symbolically expressed and fulfilled (Ignat-Coman 
2009, 307). 

Slavici – a friend of Eminescu and of 
Maiorescu – had a liking for applying the ethical 
sense of social relations in everyday life, and for 
fervently championing of his political ideal, that 
Romanians beyond Carpathians should have equal 
rights – as Maiorescu said – „within the limits of 
truth”. In his opinion, each nation in the Empire 
must follow the model of Swiss peace, but this turn 
to be impossible, and a Slavici convinced of this 
model fell a victim to the history of the late 19th 
century (Zamfir 2009, 30). 

In his study on Slavici and his activity as 
writer, journalist and champion for political rights, 

D. Vatamaniuc puts forward especially the 
conviction that egged him on to get involved in the 
Romanian national movement that she wished to 
gain force in Transylvania, even though he also 
sustained this idea in Bucharest, where he lived 
from 1874. His ideas seem rather incoherent to his 
contemporaries, since at the first issue of Tribuna 
[Tribune] in the town of Sibiu he launched in a 
famous expression that „For all Romanians, the sun 
rises from Bucharest!” (Vatamaniuc 1968). 

Especially in politics is Slavici a man of 
contrasts, as he loves frankly his family and his 
nation, a Romanian who loves the Transylvanians, 
but who does not forgive the mistakes which 
Romanian Transylvanian political elite makes, just 
like those around him did not understand or forgive 
him for assuming that risk by getting next to Vasile 
Mangra, which they considered a collaborationist 
(see the attitude of Alexandru Vaida-Voevod or that 
of Octavian Goga who stated: „A man just died: 
Ioan Slavici”) (Vaida-Voevod 1994, 132-135). 

For an agent of Transylvania as patriot and 
man of culture, Slavici passed with dignity by the 
painful experience in the first years after the war, 
when he was incarcerated by the authorities for 
alleged ties with Germans in the occupied 
Bucharest. If he did not distinguished clearly 
between Austro-Hungary and loyalty for monarchy 
in Vienna, the looser was without a doubt Slavici, 
whom Lucian Boia considered as being 
characterized by a surplus of character, as opposed 
to Rebreanu and Sadoveanu, where little 
adjustments could have been done (Boia 2009, 
306). 

But precisely the ability to support his own 
point of view without taking into account the 
context and the evolution made him totally unable 
to make policy in the common sense of the term, so 
that he understood to render an account for his 
words, rather then for his own deeds, and so he is 
jailed by the Hungarians for his nationalist activity, 
and by Romanians for his loyalty to the dualist 
monarchy. 

He also left in the history of the Romanians 
in Transylvania a space for debates on a fine point, 
and here I refer to the criticism of the attitude and 
the language used against Jews, that he brought in 
his study Soll şi Haben – chestiunea ovreilor din 
România [To must and to have – the problem of 
Jews from Romania], Bucharest, 1878 (Zamfir 
2009, 30). 

The paradox named Slavici, as Eugen Simion 
said, begins with describing a rural world with 
immutable laws, a hard life with those who hesitate 
in their individual decisions, an archaic world, 
generally not enough rich, but aspiring to cultural 
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and especially to material emancipation that only 
nature itself can surpass (Călinescu 1982, 509-511). 

In Mihai Zamfir’s point of view, Slavici can 
be successfully included in the two-tier State 
literature, namely in the context of a trend 
considered to be modern at the end of the 19th 
century in Germany and Austria, a later 
Romanticism that interlaces with social realism. So 
there are a number of novels depicting the life in 
the provinces of the Empire, especially those 
provinces in the centre. Common themes are the joy 
of living in accord with Christian morality, family 
apology, man’s reconciliation with his own fate, 
and accomplishment of one’s duty as supreme 
ethical achievement. His writings capture a tragedy 
that emanates from discrepancy between their 
social wretchedness and their spiritual wealth. 
Writers similar to Slavici – his studies remembering 
of that in German space – were Karl Emil Franzos 
(1848-1904), Jakob Julius David (1859-1906), all 
of them admirers of the maesters Adalbert Stifter 
(1805-1868) and Gotfried Keller (1819-1890) 
(Zamfir 2009, 30). 

As an apprisal of his literary activity, most of 
his short stories – published in 1880 in “Convorbiri 
literare” [Literary conversations]: Popa Tanda 
[Pope Tanda], La crucea din sat [The cross in the 
village], Budulea Taichii [Father’s Budulea] – 
cover much the themes above-mentioned, and so do 
his greatest works, the short stories Moara cu noroc 
[The Mill of Good Luck] (1880) and Pădureanca 
[The forest woman] (1884), and the novel Mara 
(1894). In contrast to the views set later by critics 
and literary historians, contemporaries of Slavici 
did not appreciate the novel Mara, even though it 
had all the elements that a great story needs 
(Călinescu 1982, 509-511). 

Slavici, whom Liviu Rebreanu followed, was 
a very careful observer of the rural world in which 
Romanians in Transylvania preferred to live, and 
his characters are properly harder to understand 
than the sometimes difficult style of the author. 

Slavici took a common sense view of things 
in his village and about the world that represented 
him, without any tendency to make things look 
different. The silence in the dialogues between his 
characters says or represents as much as spoken 
words; just like George Călinescu noted, loves and 
hatreds in his literary universe took place in the 
style of „brands under ashes”, and the peasants he 
created are good and bad, just lifelike (Călinescu 
1982, 509-511). 

In his memoirs he couldn’t give the rural 
space a weird berd, but rather he took a dive into a 
world that let him breathe better the reality. Thus, 
many pages of Memories: the World that I’ve 
Passed Through delays in a universe meticulously 

retraced in the 77th year of his life (Slavici 1998, 
373). 

He describes the rural society much deeply 
than describing of houses, of lands or of characters’ 
typology, since the society has a proper hierarchy, 
including elite of the village, which this has 
integrated in itself, but requiring that old measures 
should be continued in any ethnical structure. 
(Slavici 1998, 373 – see relations inside community 
of gypsies from Şiria or Cumlăuş, in Din ţigănie 
[From the gypsy habitat] or the tenets in Joimări ţa, 
which amuse the Romanians, but put the wind up 
for the aforementioned community: Joimăriţa). 

Novels of Slavici, and especially Mara, come 
into prominence precisely by bringing on stage 
some typical, strong nature characters, which are 
ready to face a world that doesn’t indulge those 
breaking squares, be these rules right or not. So, in 
the novel Pope Tanda, that Titu Maiorescu 
enthused of and translated in German, it’s about a 
priest that first tidies up his household and than 
helps the entire community to follow his example, 
in this way changing somehow this orientation of 
the alliance between priest and community that had 
been preserved from old times – that is as much as 
to say that the community helped priest first 
because he was its spiritual leader, and now is the 
priest who first helps the others. 

In Budulea Taichii we find an example for 
the dramatic situation of those who felt a separation 
of Romanian rural world caused by achieving a 
certain level of culture and wealth in the urban 
space, which estranges and condemns at least to a 
linguistic alterity the individual that left the 
protector space of the village. 

By psychological introspection Slavici 
describes the gradual evolution of a case like that, 
and – even though there are many characters around 
Mihai Budulea – each one exists and actions more 
or less in conjunction with Budulea’s aspirations, as 
a simple teacher or as an archpriest.  And in the 
penumbra of the main character, the teacher Călui 
is looking for the return of the squandering student 
who must come back in the matrix once abandoned, 
and so putting an end to the torture of his parents 
that wonder every day when the most lettered son 
of the village returns home.  

The Mill of Good Luck, one of the author’s 
masterpiece, brought Slavici a positive feedbacks 
due to its force in presenting with the action, and 
especially for the verisimilitude of his characters 
and that of the drama that takes place from the 
moment when – inexorably – the action coerces the 
characters to choose between juridical order of the 
village and mutual laws of the thieves. Călinescu 
considered that in this short story – that could be 
easy taken as novel – Slavici psychologically 
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analysed in a masterful way the complex drama of 
the in-keeper Ghiţă (Călinescu 1982, 509). 

His desire to get rid of Lică Sămădăul and to 
go away with money he raked in, and above all his 
wish to save his family brought Ghiţă to accept 
anything, to tell Pintea only half the truth, and to 
condone Ana getting next to Lică. But the price 
turns out to be much greater, since Ghiţă loses his 
wife’s love, and the conflict with Lică has a similar 
origin as that which gendarme Pintea has in 
pursuing his former comrade in rustling – love for 
the same woman.  

The novel Mara brings in our literature a 
much more visible sympathy for feminine 
characters, and the main character has the role of a 
propellant; she is the first one to struggle against 
difficulties imposed by society and she fights 
against herself in that manner that she accepts the 
situation in which her equally peppy daughter 
brings her, and even relinquishes her own beliefs by 
starting to think that Persida might marry to Naţl. It 
was not only about “the mixture of blood”, but also 
about the confrontation of two worlds and the 
imposition of one single with respect to the family 
as central core of the existence (Slavici 2001). 

In the balance of a classical composition, 
Mara provides the most comprehensive picture of 
the Transylvanian rural society in the second half of 
the 19th century (Piru 1994, 104-105). In this 
society the individual has to turn to advantage any 
chance, and he must gain more and more wealth in 
order to show the others – and especially the 
strangers – that everyone got equal chances. As 
many literary historians pointed out, beyond the 
characters themselves – that get on in the world – 
there is an echo of a real situation in Mara, namely 
that of Romanians from Arad’s plain in the new-
absolutism.  

Already they took notice of the fact that – by 
their characters, action and endings – many short-
stories written by Slavici bear a resemblance to 
archetype in fairytales, namely that the end brings 
the necessity of an implacable destiny, and it’s not 
important if this has positive or negative influence 
on the main characters (Zamfir 2009, 30). 

Ioan Slavici, who wrote fairytales or gathered 
them, also published short stories that present a lot 
of similarities to classical fairytales from German 
literature, but preserve the amenities of regional 
life.  

In Flori ţa din codru [Floarea from the 
forest], just like in Snow White or in Sleeping 
Beauty, the mirror – here called the she-investigator 
– has the same role, and the feminine rivalry 
between the step-mother and her step-daughter goes 
to the length of physical liquidation. The salvation 
comes from the pro-tective nature, and there are 

twelve thieves instead of seven dwarfs. Even with 
these modifications, there are in this story the same 
three trials: the ring, the dress and the dead wire 
woven in the hair. The journey as instruction 
through acts of courage and for discovering one’s 
own fate appears also in the above-mentioned 
fairytale, and, in some means and other, in almost 
any story of Slavici’s.  

Another fairytale – Zâna Zorilor [The Fairy 
of the Down] – is abundant in symbols, and the 
journey that initiates the characters is necessary for 
ensuring the succession of those three sons of the 
emperor.  The conflict with the nature is a 
continuation of the conflict with the past of the 
emperor, that has to pay through his sons the 
mistakes he did, and – even though atypically for a 
fairytale – the fairy is a personification of his 
blemish. The fairy, just like the Greek goddess 
Demeter, lives both in light and in dark and has not 
a terrestrial kingdom. There appear also the 
fountain of eternal life – a myth that became 
primordial – and the symbol of the ritualistic death 
and resurrection of the youngest son, Petru [Peter]. 

 In a similar manner, in King Limir, the fight 
takes place between the humans’ world and the 
mythological girls white clothed that appear 
especially in the night and by their songs and 
dances do harm to men, some living being very 
similar to naiads and nymphs from the ancient 
Greek forests. The emperor can survive also due to 
a female character, able to fulfil it’s destiny in order 
to make good deeds (Slavici 1990). 

The last theme is approached also in Two 
boys with stars on their foreheads, in which three 
poor girls married at the emperor’s court, the 
youngest one with his son. Then follow the 
murdering of her children and their survival by 
passing through any form of life, from human 
being, natural, animal, and aquatic form, and then 
coming back in a human appearance, thus to the 
„normality” given by the victory of truth in 
fairytales.  

A surprisingly sympathy showed the author 
towards the female characters, just like in Ileana 
cea şireată [Helen the foxy], a story in which a 
Helen in conflict with the son of the emperor gets 
the advantage of him, and also were in the novel 
Mara, where everything gravitate around the main 
character, but in a different manner. 

In a comical manner, the character Păcală2 
from Păcală in his natal village illustrates the most 
common conflict, which occurs between individual 
and community when this latter one becomes green 
with envy if its imperfection and defects come out 
in the wash (Slavici 1908). 

                                                 
2 Romanian name derived from a păcăli , „to dupe”. 
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In his short stories and fairytales, and also in 
his no less good memoirs, Slavici starts from his 
beloved space that he placed in a sentimental 
historical geography that he always identified 
himself with.  Slavici has the merit to have imposed 
the social realism of the Transylvanian space no 
only locally, but also in his short stories that are up 
to be compared with similar novels or short stories 
in the entire Empire. It’s a pity that, as well as in 
other areas of the culture of Romanians in 
Transylvania, we only abide by finding similarities 
and correspondences between cultural acts for want 
of a shared cultural history of the former Empire. 

In Slavici’s view, the above-mentioned 
generation – that of the new-absolutist regime 
(1850-1860) – was more then opportune, since it 
offered a possibility for emancipation, without 
ethnical special provisions, even though, many 
times rather individual than collective, the 
prominence of Romanians was noticed and not 
always accepted. 

It was not Slavici’s sympathy for Vienna that 
raised an eyebrow for his contemporaries, but his 
love for the House of Habsburg without taking 
account of the other side of the state, the Hungarian 
one, especially after 1914.  In the memoirs of the 
epoch, when he comes next to Mangra, Slavici 
loses his individuality, and his contemporaries 
assess that a Slavici condemned to politic 
imprisonment could not be the same as the former 
Slavici who had preached the fulfillment of 
Transylvanian Romanians’ aspirations by 
professing unhesitatingly the Hungarian policies. 

This study’s intent is to bring once more in 
attention the common subjects that a Romanian 
classic writer had been perceived through by the 
Transylvanian society, to show the influence that 
the formative environment had on his literary and 
especially political career, including: the foundation 
at Vienna – together with Mihai Eminescu – of the 
Society Young Romania [România Jună], the 
organization of the famous holiday from Putna, in 
1871, his activity at Tribuna [Tribune] in Sibiu, in 
1884, and the supporting of movement related to 
the Transylvanian Memorandum.   

His contemporaries reproached to Slavici that 
he kept his political convictions to the bitter end, 
namely that the development and maintenance of 
the Romanian nation should be done only within 
the boundaries of the dualist state, clearly 
comprehended as sympathy for Germany in the first 
years of the First World War, since his dislike for 
Rusia was obvious. 

From this point of view, the author remained 
unswerving from the modest and singular political 
form that functioned in Şiria, where Romanians 
managed to make their way for a long time, 

accepting only a little administrative influence from 
the outside. Moreover, difficult relations that 
Slavici had with those over the mountainsa and who 
belonged to many different spheres made it harder 
for him to chance his opinion, thus the only one that 
could make something good was – in Slavici’s view 
– the emperor himself. 

As far as we know, there has never been a 
multiethnic and multiconfessional community to 
recognize that they can solve problems by an 
administrative dualism avant-la-lettre, although it 
seems to be a succes at first sight, since it 
functioned for a long time and was recognized by 
the emperor. It was maybe the best solution to 
avoid other possible conflicts, and it is suggestive 
that the author forgets that – at the beginning of the 
First World War, in 1914 – Hungarian 
administration eliminated this regional political 
exotism by requiring a single town hall for 
everyone, even though Slavici kept up to the end 
the thought of the two town halls in Şiria. 
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“Deviant Social Behaviour” in Transylvania (1850-1900)1 
 
 

D a n i e l a    D E T E Ş A N
2 

 
Abstract. Demographically speaking the increase in the number of unmarried families has become a 

general problem in Transylvania in the second half of 19th century. The major changes in the marital behaviour 
represent the obvious consequence of the economic, social, political and cultural development. By investigating 
and interpreting the past, specialists in human and social sciences shall be able to answer questions related to 
unmarried families’ model.  

This article analyzes the Romanian families without marriage and the non-marital births in Transylvania 
between 1850 and 1900. Based on unpublished archival documents, parish registers, population censuses and 
statistical publications the study intend to answer questions related to the couples living in “concubinage”, the 
causes favouring such a unmarried family model, the partners’ occupation, the territorial-geographic spread, the 
number out of wedlock births.  

 
Keywords: social practices, unmarried family model, non-marital births, “poverty culture”, church, state, 
Transylvania 
 

Rezumat. Sub raport demografic creşterea numărului familiilor în afara căsătoriei a devenit o problemă 
generală în Transilvania la mijlocul secolului al XIX-lea. Schimbările majore survenite la nivelul 
comportamentului marital au reprezentat o consecinţă firească a dezvoltării economice, sociale, politice şi 
culturale. Prin investigarea şi interpretarea trecutului, specialişti din domeniul ştiinţelor umane şi sociale pot 
răspunde la întrebări legate de modelul familiei în afara căsătoriei. Articolul analizează familiile româneşti din 
afara căsătoriei şi naşterile extra-maritale din Transilvania în perioada 1850-1900. Pe baza unor documente 
arhivistice inedite, a registrelor parohiale, a recensămintelor populaţiei şi a publicaţiilor statistice edite, studiul 
urmăreşte să răspundă la mai multe probleme legate de cuplurile care trăiau în “concubinaj”, cauzele care au 
favorizat un asemenea model de familie, ocupaţiile partenerilor, distribuţia teritorial-geografică a acestor familii, 
numărul naşterilor extra-maritale.  

 
Cuvinte cheie: practici sociale, modelul familiei în afara căsătoriei, naşteri extra-maritale, “cultura 
săracilor”, biserică, stat, Transilvania 

 
* 

Introduction 1 

The 

2barriers existing in Transylvania during 
the second half of 19th century (social, legislative, 
economic, administrative, religious, cultural etc.), 
did not prevent people from adopting the family 
model without marriage. Specialists in human and 
social sciences have tried to understand its 
evolution. 

By investigating and interpreting the past this 
article intend to answer questions related to 
unmarried families’ model, the causes and the 
elements favouring such a model, based on marital 
cohabitation and female responsibility, the 
formation mechanism, the territorial-geographic 
spread, the partners’ social and economic status, 

                                                 
1 This article was supported by a grant of the Romanian 
National Authority for Scientific Research, CNCS-
UEFISCDI, project number PN-II-RU-PD-2011-3-0064 
2 Researcher III, Institute of History „George Bariţiu” of 
the Romanian Academy, Cluj-Napoca,  
e-mail: dete76@yahoo.com   

their legal status, age, religion, the image they 
created themselves in the society and how their 
children born out of wedlock were considered. The 
advantage of such a research is that it links the past 
to the present and to the future in a clear, 
measurable manner. 

The article’s motivation was mainly 
determined by the wish to establish a system of 
indicators in order to trace a typology of the 
Transylvanian unmarried families; to analyse the 
data playing against the regular mechanisms of 
family formation through marriage in Europe; to 
provide a comprehensive insight on the family life 
issues. Based on the documents found in archives, 
the research reflected the real behavior of the 
population, the way in which ordinary people, 
particularly women, inter-related to cope with laic 
tendencies and modernity. 

The purpose is to reconstruct the 
demographic characteristics of the Romanian 
unmarried families between 1850 and 1900 in 
Transylvania, part of the Austrian state until 1867, 
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Hungarian state after 1867. In order to reach this 
goal, the article will make a micro-regional 
inventory based on a case study and a comparative 
analysis at the European level. The comparative 
framework will be constructed both in time and in 
space. 

The specific objective is to offer a better 
understanding of the non-married cohabitation in 
Transylvania on the basis of various sources 
(historical, statistical, etc.) and on a combined 
methodology (quantitative and qualitative). 

 
Historical context 

In Transylvania the Revolution of 1848-1849 
represented the main cleavage between the 
medieval and the modern times. The post-
revolutionary period meant the abolition of feudal 
relations, the beginning of urbanisation and 
industrialisation, and an increased mobility of the 
population (Bolovan et all 2009, 102). 
Consequently, these tendencies brought about 
changes in the private life of individuals. 
Liberalisation of conceptions concerning the 
couples’ relationship was a natural consequence of 
modernization felt at all levels: economic, social, 
political, cultural. 

If, right after the 1848 revolution, the average 
number of illegitimate births was between 6-8% 
(Bolovan  2006, 225), Transylvania had in 1900, 
according to Princeton Indices calculated by the 
European Fertility Project, quite a high level of 
illegitimacy (Ih = 0,10)3, just like in Hungary, 
Sweden4, Portugal, and some parts of Austria, 
especially in Carinthia. 

After 1900, we witness, in Transylvania, an 
increasing laicisation on account of the Church’s 
subordination to the state. The adoption of the civil 
laws in 1894–1895 marked the passing of marriage 
related aspects, matrimonial life and divorce from 
the Church responsibility to the laic power 
administration. (Bolovan et all 2009, 107) The 
consequences of the laic legislation were felt at 
every level of private life, people adopting a 
behaviour corresponding to the modernizing trends 
in the epoch. Consequently, all these factors 
generated specific attitudes and behaviours in terms 
of family formation with or without an “official” 
marriage. 

                                                 
3 Ih = Index of illegitimate fertility (number of 
illegitimate births/1.000 unmarried women of 
childbearing age). See Shorter et all 1971, 387; Lee 
1977, 403-425; Kok 2005, 343-367. 
4 Sweden, a country with traditionally high numbers of 
illegitimate births, has perhaps the longest well-
documented history of non-marital cohabitation of any 
European or North American country. See Matovic 
1980, 336-345; Matovic 1984. 

Given the rigor of the marriage laws, both 
laic and ecclesiastic, in Transylvania the so-called 
“wild marriages” perpetuated. The amplitude of the 
phenomena can be exemplified by the so-called 
“clandestine marriages” performed secretly without 
the ceremony imposed by the church norms, by the 
often concubinages of dismissed soldiers, or by the 
isolated cases of priests living in concubinages, or 
by Greek-Catholic theo-logians born illegitimately, 
“in infamous beds”, who asked to be ordained 
priests (ANDJCJ FECG, 8345/1895). 

In this context many questions arises: Which 
were the clerical norms, regulations and customs 
who were directly dealing with this phenomenon? 
To what extent the unmarried family model and 
extra-marital births were the result of imposed 
circumstances, or of the libertine spirit of those 
times? The level of the phenomenon rose with 
economic development and changing marriage 
pattern? How much and why Transylvanian society 
tolerated “concu-binage” and out of wedlock 
births? 
 
The Data 

Because of the lack of an operational 
database at Transylvania level, and some frequent 
data inconsistency in the statistical volumes, it is 
necessary to make a polyvalent analysis, based on 
primary and secondary sources: parish registers, 
church documents, statistical volumes, press and 
periodic publications, memoirs, and on combined 
techniques: studies on specific cases, compared 
causal analysis, demographic investigation.  

The parish registers give us access to the 
illegitimacy ratio that is the number of illegitimate 
children baptized relative to the total number of 
baptisms. The sources, as a measure of the 
propensity of illegitimacy indicate the changes in 
the number of children born out of wedlock and in 
the number of unmarried women in the popu-lation. 
The Transylvanian censuses for 1850, 1857, 1880, 
1900 and 1910, as well as the volumes published by 
the Hungarian Royal Central Statistics Office 
(MSE, 1879–1891, MSK, 1893) may complete the 
database with descriptive statistic data (e.g. 
variation of illegitimacy indi-cator in Transylvania, 
variation of illegitimacy at urban-rural level). 

The data that we used include all records for 
births in the period 1850-1900 in three villages 
from Cluj County, Aghireş, Brăişor and Upper 
Filea5. “The baptized protocol” offered information 
on day, month and year of birth, day, month and 
year of baptism, first name and surname of the 
newborn, the baptism place, first name and surname 
of the parents, occupation of the father and 

                                                 
5 See Map 1 in Appendices. 
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neighbourhood in which the parents lived, religion, 
name of the godparents, name of the priest how 
baptize the newborn, the midwife, date when they 
were vaccinated against smallpox, observations, 
including whether the child was born in wedlock or 
out of wedlock. Data from parish registers were 
extracted from the National Archives of the Cluj 
County and have been entered into a database. The 
quality of the data in the parish registers was good 
given that some time the priest made mistakes, 
misspelled, or forgot to insert the required 
information. It is important to specify that is very 
difficult to find continuous series of parish registers 
for all Transylvanian ethnic and confessional 
groups. Therefore  

The size of the villages differs: Aghireş is a 
big village (over 1000 inhabitants), and Upper Filea 
and Brăişor are small villages (over 400 
inhabitants). The micro-zone is situated in the 
centre of Transylvania, in Cluj County. In 1875 the 
Cluj county area was 5.149 square kilometres. The 
capital of the county was Cluj. In 1900 the 
population of the county was 70% Romanians, 25% 
Hungarians, 4% Germans, 1% Slavic origin. The 
economy of Cluj was dominated by agriculture 
(85%). 5% of the total working population were 
employed in industry, 2% in public services, 1.5% 
in transportation, less than 1% in commerce and 
army (Recensământul, 1900). 

The article is based also on original historical 
sources, selected from church archives from Cluj, 
in the collection of the „Cluj-Gherla Greek Catholic 
Bishop Diocese” and civil archives from Bistriţa, in 
the collection of the „General Court of Năsăud 
district”.  
 
Theoretical considerations  

As a starting point for the debate regarding 
the comparison between the unmarried family 
model and the European married family model, we 
have the dividing line set in 1965 by John Hajnal, 
from St. Petersburg to Trieste. We are equally 
guiding by a series of multi-dimensional classifying 
schemes drawn by Peter Laslett (Laslett 1980, 1-65) 
and Michael Mitterauer. (Mitterauer 1983) 

As regards the geographical distribution, in 
the European historiography, the reference is the 
map published by the French sociologist Frédéric 
Le Play in 1879 and tracing family forms in Europe 
during his time. Also, the map derived from the 
Princeton European Fertility Project published in 
1972, showing the provincial levels of illegitimate 
fertility around 1900 (Shorter et all 1971, 375–
393). 

Historical studies demonstrate that non-
marital cohabitation in Transylvania is directly 
related to the poverty of peasants (insufficient 

means of existence and bad living conditions) and 
to the military law which established for young men 
as a prerequisite for marriage the age of at least 22 
years old (Bolovan 1999, 181–190; Retegan 2006, 
200–210; Brie, 2008, 348–373; Bolovan et all 
2009, 205–222). 

The ecclesiastical legislation played an 
important part in the genesis and preservation of 
unmarried families. Many impediments existed and 
remained for a proper marriage conclusion: lack of 
the partners’ consent, mental and physical 
disability, adultery, murder, natural kinship up to 
the 4th degree, spiritual relations resulting from 
baptism, the three annunciations in the Church, not 
knowing the prayers indicated by the church, mixed 
religion, etc. (Holom 2005, 237-258). 

Another main regional variable was 
represented by the kinship system. (Mitterauer, 
1983, Gates and all, 2006, 81–104) People who had 
either consanguinity relations or a certain affinity 
would often have a “deviant behaviour” and prefer 
concubinage. One of the unwritten marriage laws, 
saying that marriage shall be arranged between 
equal social partners, was complied with, in other 
words, rich men would marry rich wives and poor 
men would marry poor wives (Retegan 2009, 186). 

Religion has also played an extremely 
important part in Europe, as in Transylvania (Kok 
1990, 7–35; Bavel, Kok 2005, 247–263; Stepan 
2005, 135–163; Schoonheim 2005, Retegan 2007).  

Other explanation is related to economic and 
financial aspects: the significantly increased 
marriage-related costs as a result of the inflation 
following the revolutionary disaster, of the ravages 
caused by the 1848–1849 civil war, the obligation 
to pay taxes for marriage, for the bishop’s 
derogations and the significant expenses required 
by the engagement party and especially for the 
wedding party. The setting free of serfs after the fall 
of the feudal word in 1848 brought geographic and 
social mobility of the population. 

The economic argument is most common: 
researchers put forward rising industrialisation, 
urbanisation, isolation and vulnerability of certain 
proletarian social categories. (Tilly et all 1976, 
447–476; Lee 1977, 403–425; Schellekens 1995, 
365–377; Black 2005, 50–65) However, for 
Transylvania we cannot explain the phenomenon by 
these classical explanations. Not only that the 
province had a low urbanization level (by 1869, 
only two Transylvanian towns exceeded the 
population of 5.000 Romanians: Braşov and Sibiu), 
but the Romanian concentrated, dense industrial 
areas were missing (Deteşan 2011). 

Other explanation is related to occupational 
instability and absence of social protection. The 
Rroma ethnic minority fall into this category, with a 
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more libertine mentality, how increased the 
percentage of concubinage and illegitimacy. 

It has already shown that the increase in 
illegitimacy and cohabitation is linked with 
migration. New inhabitants, the so-called 
“neorustici”6, settle down in Transylvania villages 
after the 1848 Revolution, attracted by the gold 
deposits from Alba-Iulia County. They brought 
with them new mentalities, including in the 
conjugal relationship. Gypsies usually lived in most 
cases cohabiting. For them it was a “tradition”, a 
certain “group mentality” perpe-tuated from 
generation to generation (Knodel, Hochstadt 1980, 
311). 

Another cause of the rise in illegitimacy and 
cohabitation was the increase in the numbers and 
mobility of servants and wage workers. Because of 
their mobility, it became more difficult to ensure 
that marriage promises were respected in case of 
pregnancy. One of the permanent strategies of 
masters of domestic servants was to keep them 
unmarried at their home in order to be better served 
and cared for. Indeed, even though many servants 
were ”life-cycle” servants who intended to leave 
service at marriage, it was evidenced that masters 
and mistresses convinced their employees to 
postpone or even to avoid getting married through 
pressure, economic rewards, promises of legacies 
(Fauve-Chamoux, 2004; Alpern Engel, 1994, 140–
241). The studies of migration temporary migration 
(Smith 1980; Alter 1988; Blaikie 1993) have been 
defined in terms of the male experience and also in 
the context of female migration (Fuchs, Moch 
1990, 1007–1031).  

The inequalitarian family system, controlling 
strictly marriage of heirs and heiresses (and 
encouraging celibacy of non heirs), played an 
important part in the growth of illegitimacy in some 
European regions, an already proved fact with the 
rural regions of the Alps in the Habsburg Monarchy 
(Gruber 2008; Sumnall 2008). The inter-generation 
inheritance habit had major effects on the structure 
of households and on the economic strategies. The 
way in which goods were passed on to illegitimate 
children underlines another important dimension of 
the phenomenon. 

Besides, inequalitarian inheritance systems in 
many stem-family  regions of Europe (Fauve-
Chamoux 2006, 171–184; Sogner 1998, 95–114), 
favouring a privileged heir or heiress, left other 
sons and daughters excluded from main inheritance 
share so that, lack of a proper dowry, they were 
condemned to stay single or to work in domestic 

                                                 
6 Mentioned in past acts of civil status as “gold-seekers”, 
this group of gypsies was displaced in Banat region by 
the Austrian authorities after 1784. 

service. In this context, female servants often bore 
children out of wedlock and were induced to form 
unmarried families when their union lasted with a 
stable partner.  

The cohabitation and illegitimacy has often 
been interpreted socially as a decrease of the social 
control, as a “deviant behaviour.” (Blaikie 1995, 
641–657; Blaikie 1998, 221–241). Within a 
theoretical framework of „deviant behaviour” 
scholars have attributed the „illegitimacy explo-
sion” of the early 19th century basically to 
weakening mechanisms of traditional social con-
trol exerted by the family and local community over 
adolescents during courtship. 

The American sociologist Oscar Lewis 
(1959) has found that illegitimate marriages were 
common in the so-called poverty culture and appear 
most frequently during the early stages of 
industrialization. The people in the culture of 
poverty were marginal people who know only their 
own troubles, their own local conditions, their own 
neighbourhood, and their own way of life.  

There is evidence in support of this 
hypothesis because the most deviation cases are 
represented in Transylvania by either the military or 
the marginal social categories: servants, day 
labourers, shepherds, ex-convicts, physically and 
mentally disabled, people with chronic diseases, or 
people without a permanent job, as very often 
Rroma minority who presented most concubinage 
cases and out of wedlock births (Deteşan, Retegan 
2011, 450). 

Those prone to cohabitation out of wedlock 
in many cases belonged to the marginal social 
categories, which, as anywhere, were isolated and 
vulnerable. People who lived together out of 
marriage were determined by poverty, shortages 
and low living standards. They belonged to social 
groups with problems, vulnerable, deviated from 
the moral standards of society. 

Gradually, the attention was drawn towards 
the theory related to the growth of concubinage and 
illegitimacy against the background of the sexual 
revolution, of the change in morals and women 
emancipation (Shorter 1971, 237–271; Shorter 
1973, 605–640; Shorter 1976). This explanation 
does not apply in the case of Transylvania. It 
involved a new frame of mind in which women saw 
themselves increasingly independent of parental 
and husbandly authority, masters of their own 
emotions and ultimately of their own fertility. The 
sense of personal autonomy commenced among 
young, lower-class women and, it is likely, that 
with time, eman-cipation spread upward to older 
and more prosperous groups.  

Then the theory of a “bastardy prone sub-
society” was put forward by Peter Laslett (Laslett 
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1980 a, 217-240). He stated that the rise of 
illegitimacy could be at last partially put down to 
the activities of a small deviant group of women 
bearing more than one illegitimate child. Such 
women referred to as „repeaters” bore an increasing 
proportion of all bastards.7 Possibly bastardy was 
almost „hereditary” in certain families (Smout, 
1976).  

Mitterauer’s 1983 book explain the regional 
differentiation in illegitimacy with seve-ral 
independent variables reinforce one another. The 
most important explanatory variables are religion, 
systems of kinship and family formation, court-ship 
customs, and labour relations. Consequently, all 
these factors generated specific attitudes and 
behaviours within unmarried families. 

 
Findings  

In a Romanian, rural, traditional population, 
strongly impregnated by religious feelings, 
illegitimate marriages and births out of wedlock 
were strongly condemned. The children resulted out 
of wedlock were carrying a blame which is 
reflected by the negative, unfavourable conno-
tation attributed to them. The terms used in the 19th 
century, obsolete today, indicate a social stigmata: 
„spuriu”, meaning “inauthentic”, „bitang”, meaning 
“born out of wedlock”, „furcalău”, „bastard”, 
„născut din pat nelegiuit”, therefore all these terms 
meaning: “born from unlawful relation out of 
marriage” (the child of a couple living out of 
marriage). The image reflected by the documents of 
the time is obviously exaggerated: shameless and 
godless soldiers took advantage of young virgin 
girls, or lived together with them and raised 
children born „from unlawful relations out of 
marriage”, and set a bad example for other young 
men by leading such a scandalous life (ANDJCJ 
FECG 1858–295, f3; 1858–661, f1; 1858–2414, 
f23; 1858–2483, f1–3, 6). 

The number of illegitimate children 
fluctuated, incurring positive and negative values, 
although the trend was ascending8. The control 
sample reveals that a small proportion of children, 
between 1–5%, were born illegitimate between 
1876 and 18899. 

The research on the illegitimacy revealed 
slight differences if we compare the control sample 
to Cluj County, to the city of Cluj, or to others 
European regions10.  

                                                 
7 For example in Alagna, in the Alps, it is clear that such 
a sub-society was indeed responsible for the bulk of 
bastardy in the nineteenth century. See Viazzo 1989.  
8 See Appendices, Table 2. 
9 See Appendices, Table 1. 
10 See Appendices, Table 1, Graph 1. 

Illegitimacy distribution in Europe was not 
uniform. Between 1865 and 1880, the minimum 
values were registered for Serbia (0.47%) and the 
maximum for Bavaria (15.79%). Here is a general 
overview of the illegitimacy rate: Ireland (2.68%), 
Russia (2.87%), England (5.36%), Italy (7.2%), and 
Hungary, including Transylvania (7.2%), France 
(7.34%), German Empire (8.71%), Wurtemberg 
(10.96%), Kingdom of Saxony (13.31%), and 
Austria (13.48%)11.  

In Transylvania “illegitimate” children were 
treated differently regarding inheritance. Here are 
two examples from Năsăud district: Alexandru 
Hanga, notary public, had two sons: Liviu and 
Beniamin. The first one, tradesman apprentice in 
Lugoj was „illegitimately conceived” with Tereza, 
a servant. The latter was a student in Seghedin in 
the 8th grade and he was a legitimate child. During 
the inheritance trial of their uncle, Sever Hanga, the 
42 years old captain decease because of gouty 
arthritis, Liviu was excluded from inheritance. He 
was declared as deprived of inheritance rights, as 
“illegitimate son”. Under the law, in the absence of 
a will, only the real nephew of the uncle had rights, 
namely Beniamin (ANDJBN FSGDN, CVIII/64 f 
22, 33). The “illegitimate” children were excluded 
from inheritance and they were not allowed to 
claim any inheritance. This procedure comes along 
the French Civil Code which did not recognize a 
child born outside marriage. Filimon Oul, a land 
owner, handicapped, from Ilva Mare, passed away 
on 8th February 1867, aged 46, leaving behind 
assets estimated to 360.17 fl. The amount was a 
little bit over the average of a peasant’s assets 
estimated to 300 fl.12. In his will, Filimon Oul left 
his assets to his 4 children he had during his life 
together with Irina Buhos without being married to 
her, while his lawful wife, Palagia, had run away 
from home 9 years before. The children, Sidor 
(aged 8), Ilie (aged 7), Mina (aged 3) and the 4th 
unborn yet, received each equal parts of land and a 
cow. The house was left to his daughter Mina, on 
condition that she lived together with her mother, 
Irina. He excluded his lawful wife, Palagia, from 
the heritage. Under point 5 in the will, in case his 
children would have passed away, the land was to 
be given to his 3 brothers, Ioan, Grigore and 
Onofrim Oul, except for a garden which was to be 
given to the Greek-Catholic Church in his village. 
(Deteşan et all 2011, 157) 

The will was contested in Court by the 
brothers of the testator who declared themselves the 

                                                 
11 See Appendices, Graph 1. 
12 The value of peasants’ wealth varied between 18.39 fl. 
and 1289.60 fl. The poor would leave less, the rich 
would leave more. 
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inheritors. The reason of the dispute was the 4 plots 
of land given to the children born out of wedlock. 
The land was the most valuable assets of the 
peasants for which they would work, of which they 
would take care and which they would love 
incessantly. Unsurprisingly, most complaints 
submitted in court has as object the recognition of 
either the possession or the use right over land, 
whether it was arable land, forest or  pasture.  

The legal action of the 3 bothers of the 
deceased was against the minor children born out of 
wedlock represented by a tutor and their mother, 
concubine of the deceased. Will contesting was a 
practice in many cases. The procedure, based on 
art.125 and 126 in the Decree/1854 was not very 
complicated but implied a pile of documents, verbal 
debate between the litigating parties and eventually, 
an agreement written in a reconciliation protocol. 

In this case, the inheritors of the deceased 
admitted the right of the 3 brothers over the land 
received by Filimon Oul in 1848 from his father to 
use it during his life. His lawful wife requested the 
dowry she had when she married Filimon Oul 
tantamount to 31.60 fl. (that is, a cow of 20 fl., 5 
sheep of 10 fl. and 1 pig of 1.60 fl.) and gave up 
any heritage right, thus not claiming any asset from 
her husband and admitting the validity of his will. 
(ANDJBN FSGDN, cote CXVIII/5) 

Interesting to note that the mother of the 
deceased, Lupa Oul, was herself born out of 
wedlock; this „practice” was therefore inherited 
over two generations. 
 
Conclusions 

These cases prove that social realities were 
slightly changing towards modernity. Modern 
family, including the family out of wedlock, was 
based on other logic and principles, in the sense that 
the institution of the family was different from 
today’s family. However, the fact that all children 
born out of wedlock, irrespective of their gender or 
birth dates, have access to heritage shows a change. 
Similarly, there is no difference between an unborn 
child, a foetus, and children already born. Practices 
of transmission from one generation to another of 
the “born out of wedlock” character from 
ascendants to descendants show once again that 
clear mechanisms were working at social level, 
family level and psychological level.  

Relevant conclusions about the Transylva-
nian unmarried families are still an open issue. The 
real distribution of non-marital cohabitation and out 
of wedlock births are still to be proved for other 
Romanian villages. Some long-term objectives are 
to enlarge the data base in order to collect new 
demographic data and to extend the reconstruction 
of unmarried families and non-marital births at 

urban level and at Hungarians and Saxons. 
Cohabitation and out of wedlock births were not 
only rural phenomenon. Urban coha-bitation has 
become a popular form of living arrangement and 
urban illegitimacy was in-creasing in Transylvanian 
cities at the end of 19th century.  

 
References 

 
a. Manuscript Sources: 

ANDJCJ 
FECG 

National Archives from Cluj. 
Fond Cluj-Gherla Greek-
Catholic Bishop Diocese 

ANDJBN 
FSGDN 

National Archievs from 
Bistriţa-Năsăud. Fond Gene-
ral Court of Năsăud county. 

 
b. Published Sources: 

MSE, 1879–
1891 

Magyar Statisztikai Évkönyv, 
Új folyam, VI évfolyam – 
XIX évfolyam, Budapest. 

MSK, 1893 Magyar Statisztikai Közle-
mények, Új sorozat, 1 kötet, 
Budapest. 

Recensămân-
tul,  
1900 

Traian Rotariu (coord.), 
Recensământul din 1900. 
Transilvania [The Census 
from 1900. Transylvania], 
Cluj-Napoca (1999).  

 
 

c. Papers in periodical journals: 
Blaikie 1995 Andrew Blaikie, Motivation and 

motherhood: Past and present 
attributions in the reconstruction 
of illegitimacy. In: Sociological 
Review, 43, 4 (1995). 

Blaikie 1998 Andrew Blaikie, Scottish Ille-
gitimacy: Social Adjustment or 
Moral Economy?. In Journal of 
Interdisciplinary History, XXIX 
(1998). 

Fauve-
Chamoux, 
2006 

Antoinette Fauve-Chamoux, 
Family reproduction and stem-
family sistem: From Pyrenean 
valleys to Norwegian farms. In 
The History of the Family, 11, 3 
(2006). 

Fuchs, 
Moch, 1990 

Rachel Fuchs, Leslie Page Moch, 
Pregnant, single and far from 
home: migrant women in 
nineteenth-century Paris. In The 
American Historical Review, 95, 
4 (1990). 

https://biblioteca-digitala.ro / https://www.brukenthalmuseum.ro



   

   

 
115 

 

Lee 1977 Robert W. Lee, Bastardy and the 
socioeconomic structure of South 
Germany. In Journal of 
Interdisci-plinary History, VII 
(1977). 

Retegan, 
2009 

Simion Retegan, Strategies of 
marriage in the Romanian rural 
society from Transylvania in the 
middle of the 19th century. In 
Transylvanian Review, vol. 
XVIII, supplement no 1 (2009). 

Schellekens 
1995 

Joana Schellekens, Illegitimate 
fertility decline in England, 
1851–1911. In Journal of Family 
History, 20, 4 (1995). 

Shorter 1971 Edward Shorter, Illegitimacy, 
sexual revolution and social 
change in modern Europe”, 
Journal of Interdisciplinary 
History, 2, 2 (1971). 

Shorter 1973 Edward Shorter, Female emanci-
pation, birth control and fertility 
in European history. In American 
Historical Review, 78 (1973). 

Shorter et 
all. 1971 

Edwart Shorter, John Knodel, 
Etienne van de Walle, The decline 
of non-marital fertility in Europe, 
1880-1940. In Population Stu-
dies, 25, 3 (1971). 

Smout, 1976. T. C. Smout, Aspects of sexual 
behavior in nineteenth century 
Scotland. In A. A. MacLaren (ed), 
Social class in Scotland, Edin-
burgh, 1976. 

Tilly at all, 
1976 

L. A. Tilly, J. W. Scott, M. 
Cohen, Women’s work and 
European fertility patterns. In 
Journal of Interdisciplinary 
History, 6, 3 (1976). 

van Bavel, 
Kok, 2005 

Jan van Bavel, Jan Kok, The role 
of religion in the Dutch fertility 
transition: starting, spacing, and 
stopping in the heart of the 
Netherlands, 1845-1945. In 
Continuity and Change, 
Cambridge University Press, 20, 
2 (2005). 

 
 
 

d.  Books:  
Alpern 
Engel, 1994 

Alpern Engel Barbara, 
Between the fields and the 

city. Women, work and family 
in Russia, 1861–1914, 
Cambridge (1994). 

Alter 1988 Alter George, Family and the 
female life course: The 
women of Verviers, Belgium, 
1849–1880, Madison (1988). 

Blaikie, 1993 Blaikie Andrew, Of ille-
gitimacy, sex and society: 
Northeast Scotland, 1750-
1900, Oxford, Clarendon 
Press (1993).   

Bolovan, 
1999 

Bolovan Sorina, Familia în 
satul românesc din Tran-
silvania [Family in the 
Romanian Transylvanian 
village], Cluj-Napoca (1999). 

Bolovan et 
all. 2009 

Bolovan Ioan, Covaci Diana, 
Deteşan Daniela, Eppel 
Marius, Holom Crinela, 
Legislaţia ecleziastică şi laică 
privind familia românească 
din Transilvania în a doua 
jumătate a secolului al XIX-
lea [Ecclesiastical and Secu-
lar Law on Romanian Family 
in Transylvania of the second 
half of the 19th Century], 
Cluj-Napoca  (2009). 

Brie, 2008 Brie Mircea, Familie şi 
societate în nord-vestul 
Transilvaniei (a doua 
jumătate a secolului XIX – 
începutul secolului XX) 
[Family and Society in 
Northwest Transylvania 
(second half of the 19th 
Century – the beginning of 
the 20th Century]. Oradea 
(2008). 

Deteşan et 
all. 2011 

Deteşan Daniela, Onofreiu 
Adrian, Prahase Mircea, 
Sabău Claudia Septimia, eds., 
Testamente din districtul 
Năsăud (1861-1871) 
[Testaments in Năsăud (1861-
1871], Cluj-Napoca (2011). 

Fauve-
Chamoux, 
2004 

Antoinette Fauve-Chamoux, 
Domestic service and the 
formation of European 
Identity. Understanding the 
globalization of domestic 
work, 16th-21st centuries, 
Peter Lang (2004). 

Matovic 
1984 

Margareta R. Matovic, The 
Stockholm Marriage: Family 
formation and choise of 

https://biblioteca-digitala.ro / https://www.brukenthalmuseum.ro



   

   

 
116 

 

partners in Stockholm, 1850–
1890, Stockholm (1984). 

Mitterauer 
1983 

Michael Mitterauer, Ledige 
Mütter. Zur Geschichte 
unehelicher Geburten in 
Europa, Munich (1983). 

Schoonheim, 
2005 

Marloes Marrigje Schoon-
heim, Mixing ovaries and 
rosaries. Catholic religion 
and repro-duction in the 
Netherlands, 1870–1970. 
Amsterdam (2005).  

Shorter 1976 Edward Shorter, The making 
of the modern family, London 
(1976). 

 
Viazzo, 1989. 

Pier Paolo Viazzo, Upland 
comunities: environment, 
population and social 
structure in the Alps in 
sixteenth century, Cambridge 
Univerity Press (1989). 

 
e. Chapters in books or articles in collective  

volumes: 
Black 2005 Black John, Who were the 

putative fathers of illegitimate 
children in London, 1740-1810. 
In Illegitimacy in Britain, 
1700–1920, eds. Alysa Levene, 
Thomas Nutt, Samantha 
Williams, Basingstoke (2005). 

Bolovan, 
Bolovan, 
2006 

Bolovan Sorina Paula, Bolovan 
Ioan, Ilegitimitatea în Tran-
silvania în a doua jumătate a 
secolului al XIX-lea: con-
tribuţii statistico-demografice. 
In: Populaţia României. Tre-
cut, present, viitor, eds. Traian 
Rotariu, Sorina Paula Bolovan, 
Ioan Bolovan, Cluj-Napoca 
(2006). 

Deteşan, 
Retegan. 
2010 

Deteşan Daniela, Simion 
Retegan, Under the crossfire of 
church and State: Romanian 
couples in concubinage in 
Transylvania. In vol. Many 
Paths to Happiness? Studies in 
Population and Family History. 
A Festschrift for Antoinette 
Fauve-Chamoux, Amsterdam 
(2010). 

Deteşan 
2011 

Daniela Deteşan, Românii din 
oraşele Transilvaniei la 
mijlocul secolului al XIX-lea 
[Romanians from cities of 
Transylvania in the middle of 

the 19th Century]. In: Realităţi 
sociale şi implicare politică în 
Transilvania între 1849-1867, 
ed. Dumitru Suciu, Bucharest 
(2011). 

Gates and 
all, 2006 

Gates Hill, Kok Jan, Wang 
Sping, Burden or opportunity? 
Ille-gitimate births in the 
Netherlands and Taiwan. In 
Positive or preventive. Fertility 
developments in Taiwan and 
the Netherlands, 1850–1950, 
eds. Y.-C. Chuang, T. Engelen, 
A. P. Wolf. Amsterdam (2006).  

Holom, 
2005 

Holom Elena Crinela, Mariajul 
în satul românesc transilvănean 
din protopopiatul greco-catolic 
al Câţcăului în a doua jumătate 
a secolului al XIX-lea. Studiu 
de caz: Impedimente la căsă-
torie [Marriage in Romanian 
Transylvanian Village from the 
Greek-Catholic Protopopiate of 
Câţcău, in the second half of 
the 19th Century. Case study: 
impediments at marriaging]. In: 
Casătorii mixte în Transilvania. 
Secolul al XIX-lea şi începutul 
secolului XX, coord: Corneliu 
Pădurean, Ioan Bolovan, Arad 
(2005). 

Knodel, 
Hochstadt, 
1980 

Knodel John, Hochstadt Steven, 
Urban and rural illegitimacy in 
Imperial Germany. In Bastardy 
and its Comparative History. 
Studies in the history of 
illegitimacy and marital 
nonconformism in Britain, 
France, Germany, Sweden, 
North America, Jamaica and 
Japan, eds. Peter Laslett, Karla 
Oosterveen and Richard M. 
Smith. London (1980). 

Kok 2005 Kok Jan, Passion, reason and 
human weakness. The 
European marriage pattern and 
the control of adolescent 
sexuality. In Th. Engelen and 
A. P. Wolf (eds), Marriage and 
the Family in Eurasia. 
Perspectives on the Hajnal 
hypothesis, Amsterdam (2005). 

Kok 1990 Kok Jan, The moral nation: 
Illegitimacy and bridal 
pregnancy in the Netherlands 
from 1600 to the present. In 

https://biblioteca-digitala.ro / https://www.brukenthalmuseum.ro



   

   

 
117 

 

Economic and social history in 
the Netherlands, 11 (1990). 

Laslett, 
1980  

Laslett Peter, Introduction: 
Com-paring illegitimacy over 
time and between cultures. In 
Peter Laslett, Karla Oosterveen, 
Richard Smith (coord), 
Bastardy and its comparative 
history, London (1980). 

Laslett, 
1980 a 

Laslett Peter, The Bastardy 
Prone Sub-Society. In: Peter 
Laslett, Karla Oosterveen, 
Richard Smith (eds.), Bastardy 
and its comparative history, 
London (1980). 

Matovic 
1980  

Matovic Margareta R., Ille-
gitimacy and marriage in 
Stockholm in the nineteenth 
century. In Bastardy and its 
Comparative History. Studies 
in the history of illegitimacy 
and marital nonconformism in 
Britain, France, Germany, 
Sweden, North America, 
Jamaica and Japan, eds. Peter 
Laslett, Karla Oosterveen and 
Richard M. Smith. London. 

Retegan, 
2006 

Retegan Simion, Reglementări 
oficiale şi reacţii populare 
privind vârsta maritală la ro-
mânii din Transilvania la mijlo-
cul secolului al XIX-lea (1850-
1870). In: Populaţia României. 
Trecut, prezent, viitor, eds. T. 
Rotariu, S. P. Bolovan, I. 
Bolovan. Cluj-Napoca (2006). 

Retegan 
2007 

Retegan Simion, O anchetă 
ecleziastică din comitatul 
Solnocul Inferior din 1868, 
privind clandestinitatea unor 
cununii. In: Om şi societate. 
Studii de istoria populaţiei 
României (sec. XVII-XXI) 
[Human being and society], 
eds. S. Bolovan, I. Bolovan, C. 
Pădurean. Cluj-Napoca (2007). 

Smith, 
1980 

Smith Richard, Family re-
constitution and the study of 
bastardy: evidence from certain 
English parishes. In: Bastardy 
and its comparative history, 
eds. P. Laslett, K. Oosterveen, 

R. Smith. London (1980). 
Sogner 
1998 

Sogner Solvi, The Norvegian 
stem family: Myth or reality? 
In: House and the stem family 
in Eurasian perspective, eds. 
Emiko Ochiai, A. Fauve-
Chamoux. Kyoto (1998). 

Stepan, 
2005 

Stepan Loredana, The attitude 
of church towards the 
phenomenon of illegitimacy in 
Arad at the end of the 19th 
century and the beginning of the 
20th century. In: Concubinage, 
illegitimacy and morality on the 
Romanian territory between the 
17th and 20th century, eds. I. 
Bolovan, C. Pădurean. Arad 
(2005).  

 
f. Paper presented at conferences: 

Gruber, 
2008 

Siegfried Gruber, Demographic 
Change and the Family, paper 
presented at the International 
Conference Demographic 
changes in the time of 
Industrialisation (1750–1918). 
The example of the Habsburg 
Monarchy, Cluj-Napoca (2008). 

Sumnall, 
2008 

Catherine Sumnall, There’s no 
such thing as sin in the Alps. 
Some reflections on the histo-
rical geography of illegitimacy 
in Carinthia after 1868, paper 
presented at the International 
Conference Demographic chan-
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Appendices  

 

Table 1 Illegitimacy rate in Transylvania between 1876 and 1889 

Year 1876 1877 1878 1879 1880 1881 1882 1883 1884 1885 1886 1887 1888 1889 

Cluj 

County 

5,8 5,1 5,7 4,7 6,3 6,2 5,7 5,6 6 6,8 6,9 6,7 6,7 7,2 

Cluj 

city 

16,8 20,2 20,1 19,5 22,7 19 21,6 20,5 21,8 22,1 19,4 21,7 22 23,2 

Control 

sample 

1,7 1,8 1,7 1,6 0 0 4,6 4,3 1,7 4,1 1,7 3,1 3,7 3,9 

 
Sources: Magyar Statisztikai Évkönyv, VI évfolyam – XIX évfolyam, Budapest, 1879–1891; National 

Archives from Cluj, Fond Parish registers from Aghireş 2/1, 2/3, 1851–1904; Fond Parish registers from 
Brăişor, 38, 1850–1913; Fond Parish registers from Upper Filea, 106/C, 106/D, 106/E, 1846–1932; Sorina 
Paula Bolovan, Ioan Bolovan, “Ilegitimitatea în Transilvania în a doua jumătate a secolului al XIX-lea: 
contribuţii statistico-demografice”. In Populaţia României. Trecut, present, viitor, eds. Traian Rotariu, Sorina 
Paula Bolovan, Ioan Bolovan, 2006, 223–231. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Graph 1 The evolution of illegitimacy rate in Europe between 1865 and 1880 
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Source: Oskar von Meltzl, „Statistik der sächsischen Landesbevölkerung in Siebenbürgen“, in Archiv des 
Vereines für siebenbürgische Landeskunde XX (1885), pp. 294–295. 

 

 
 
 

 

 

 

 

Table 2 Evolution of illegitimacy rate in the control sample (1850–1900) 
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Map 1 Case study 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Map 2 Illegitimacy rate in Transylvania counties in 1880 
 

Sources: Magyar Statisztikai Évkönyv, VI évfolyam – XIX évfolyam, Budapest, 1879–1891; Sorina Paula 
Bolovan, Ioan Bolovan, “Ilegitimitatea în Transilvania în a doua jumătate a secolului al XIX-lea: contribuţii 
statistico-demografice” in Populaţia României. Trecut, prezent, viitor, eds. Traian Rotariu, Sorina Paula 
Bolovan, Ioan Bolovan, 2006, 223–231. 
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The Ottoman Heritage in the Balkans1 
 
 

A d r i a n a    C U P C E A
2 

 
 Abstract. The Ottoman Empire, along with the Roman and Byzantine Empires was one of the most 

powerful and longest imperial systems in history. During its existence, from the 13th Century until 1923 it 
comprised territories in the Middle East, North Africa and South East Europe and the Balkans. 

Our study will focus on the Ottoman period in the latter mentioned region, the Balkans or the South 
Eastern Europe. More specifically, it will explore various hypotheses about the Ottoman legacy in the Balkans, 
will identify the behaviours and the perceptions that shape this heritage among the peoples in this region. The 
research perspectives are multiple: historical, political, cultural, socio-economic and demographic, all 
contributing to the understanding of the Ottoman history, while ensuring the necessary perspectives on the post-
Ottoman present. 

 
Keywords: Ottoman Empire, the Balkans, heritage, perceptions, myths 
 

Rezumat. Imperiul Otoman a reprezentat alături de Imperiul Roman şi cel Bizantin unul dintre 
sistemele imperiale cele mai puternice şi mai longevive din istoria universală. Pe parcursul existenţei sale, din 
secolul al XIII-lea şi până în 1923 a cuprins teritorii din Orientul Mijlociu, Africa de Nord şi Sud Estul Europei 
sau Balcani.   

Studiul se va concentra asupra perioadei otomane în această ultimă regiune menţionată, Balcanii sau 
Europa de Sud-Est. Mai exact, va explora diferitele ipoteze asupra moştenirii otomane în Balcani, va identifica 
comportamentele şi percepţiile pe care această moştenire le modelează în rândul popoarelor din această regiune. 
Perspectivele de abordare sunt multiple: istorică, politică, culturală, socio-economică şi demografică, toate 
contribuind la înţelegerea trecutului otoman şi asigurând în acelaşi timp perspectivele necesare asupra 
prezentului post-otoman. 

 
Cuvinte cheie: Imperiul Otoman, Balcani, moştenire, percepţii, mituri 
 

* 
The Balkans’12designation 

According to the Palgrave dictionary, The 
Balkan Peninsula or The Balkans, also called 
South-Eastern Europe, stretches from the South of 
Europe until the Eastern Mediterranean, bordered to 
the West by the Adriatic, to the East by the Black 
and Aegean Seas. Its northern limit is shared by the 
Carpathians to the East and North-East and the 
Julian Alps to the extreme North-West. On a stretch 
of nearly 500 kilometres, the rivers Danube, Sava 
and Drava divide the two mountain chains in the 
North-West, and on 125 kilometres to the East the 
Plains of the Danube and Prut separate the 
Carpathians from the Black Sea. Thus these main 
rivers have been established as natural limit. 
(Hupchick, Cox 2001, 1, Fig.1) The same work 

                                                 
1 PhD in History, “Babeş Bolyai” University of Cluj 
Napoca, e-mail: adriana.tamasan@gmail.com 
2 “This work was possible with through financial support 
of the Sectoral Operational Program for Human 
Resources Development 2007-2013,co-financed by the 
European Social Fund, under the project number 
POSDRU 89/1.5/S/60189 with the title "Postdoctoral 
Programs for Sustainable Development in a Knowledge 
Based Society.” 

includes in the Balkans, due to the current political 
situation the countries of Albania, Bosnia and 
Herzegovina, Bulgaria, Croatia, Greece, 
Macedonia, Romania, Slovenia, Serbia and 
Montenegro. (Hupchick, Cox 2001, 2) The 
versatility of the region, as well as the diversity of 
opinions about its content are noticeable, in the 
present time some authors exclude sometimes 
Greece, Croatia or Romania from the Balkans. 

Concerning the term definition of the 
Balkans, this is strictly related to the perception of 
Western Europe on the region. The term began to 
spread in the 19th century, after being used in 1809 
by the German geographer August Zeune, as the 
expression Balkanhalbinsel, again to be used only 
in the title of a British travel journal of 1831. 
(Stoianovich 1994, 1) This term has rapidly became 
notorious because of the need for a decent toponym 
for references to this region, belonging to the 
Ottoman Empire, and in the second half of the 19th 
century to the emergent states. The Turks however, 
called the region Rumelia, this toponym being 
widely discussed in Ebru Boyar’s paper, The 
Ottomans, Turks and the Balkans, to which I will 
refer again later. In the 18th century, the West also 
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called this region European Turkey, thus 
acknowledging its belonging to the Ottoman 
Empire since the 14th century. 

In the manner in which its limits altered over 
time, so has the whole region oscillated between 
West and East. Currently the Balkans is considered 
as belonging to the West, as in Europe, while in the 
past they were perceived in the Orient/East. The 
Eastern and South-Eastern territories of Europe 
were the first Orients of Western Europe and the 
Westerns’ attitude towards this space in the 17th and 
18th centuries constituted the pattern of their final 
perception on the non-Western lands. (Fleming 
2000, 1230) 

One of the most complex theories in this 
matter belongs to Maria Todorova. In 1996, 
explaining the way in which the Balkans acquired 
the conflictual and instability reputation in the 
West, she argues that the Balkans is currently a 
synonym to the South-Eastern Europe, gathering 
several states: Greece, Albania, Bulgaria, Romania, 
part of Turkey and all of the former Yugoslavia. 
This however excludes the fact that many of these 
countries are claiming the contrary. Etymologically, 
the word Balkans – Balkanlar is Turkish, meaning 
mountain. It was a neutral term, not pejoratively 
used until the end of the 19th century, when the 
above-mentioned states began to emerge from the 
Ottoman Empire as independent. The conclusion of 
Maria Todorova is that the Balkans is built not as 
an alterity but as an incomplete self, that uncivilized 
or savage part of Europe. (Todorova 2009, 58) She 
then discusses also the historical definition, thus 
concluding that the Balkans is equivalent to its 
Ottoman heritage. (Todorova 2009, 12) 

Ebru Boyar imputes the omission of the 
Turkish-Ottoman perspective considering the 
interpretation from an exterior point, that of 
translating and adapting the term. Referring to the 
term of Balkanlar, she argues that in Turkish the 
term’s connotation varied in times thus its 
interpretation must not be final. (Boyar 2007, 29-
32) She compares the term Balkans to Rumeli, 
considering the first as the European perception of 
the region and the second the Ottoman one. 
Precisely, Rumeli was equivalent to the European 
territories under the authority of the Ottoman 
Empire, including in its contraction period of the 
19th century, thus reflecting the term’s wide 
variations in sense. At the same time, the Balkans 
regard the same territories and during the second 
half of the 19th century remains unaltered even with 
the emergence of new states. Although it was not 
defined in the European perception in the mentality 
of the Ottoman intellectuals, it became part of the 
political thesaurus in the last decades of the Empire. 
The Turkish Republic of 1923 inherited both the 

Balkans concept as well as its fluidity in the Late 
Ottoman Era. Moreover, in the 30’s the term 
Balkans became part of the Turkish geographic 
thesaurus, even if, both in the European and 
Ottoman-Turkish perception the term bears a more 
political than geographical sense. Boyar closes by 
saying that this region’s limits were drawn not 
according to latitude and longitude, but to frontiers 
and political alliances. (Boyar 2007, 41) 
 
The ottoman heritage in the Balkans 

The 500 year Ottoman occupation thus 
named the peninsula, this being the longest time of 
political unity in the region. Maria Todorova states 
that South-Eastern Europe not only received a new 
cognomen in this time, but also the Ottoman or 
believed as Ottoman elements gave birth to the 
current stereotype of the Balkans. 

The historiography of the matter presents two 
opposite interpretations. The first perceives the 
Ottoman period as a religious, political and social, 
foreign intrusion in the native societies of the 
Balkans. In this approach, the occurrence of the 
Ottoman image as foreign subjugation is identified 
or, in the specific areal languages, the Ottoman 
Yoke. (Todorova 2004, 164) 

The second is the one looking upon the 
Ottoman period as a symbiosis between the 
Turkish, Muslim tradition and the 
Byzantine/Balkan one, and argues that the centuries 
of coexistence produced a common heritage, thus 
the history of the Ottoman Empire being the history 
of all its peoples. The first interpretation is 
preferred and more according to the Balkan 
nationalisms, even in the scientific and intellectual 
circles, as well as in the general population of the 
Balkan states.  

The matter of the Ottoman heritage may also 
be divided. The objective, exterior perspective is 
placed chronologically in the Ottoman Empire, 
looking upon the linear historical time, from the 
past towards the present. According to it, the 
Ottoman heritage is only the gathered remains of 
the time of Ottoman subjugation of the region. 
(Todorova 2004, 164) 

Another interpretation on this matter is the 
subjective, interior one, chronologically placed in 
the present, representing in fact the retrospective 
evaluation of the Ottoman heritage from this point 
of view, a process beginning after the fall of the 
Empire and the emergence of Balkan states, and 
gathering all the features inherited from the 
historical situation of the 18th and 19th centuries. 
(Todorova 2009, 12) 

Following an account of the papers 
discussing the Ottoman heritage, as a political, 
cultural, social and economic continuity, Todorova 
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established that in all these subjects, except the 
demography and folklore, the break occurred 
immediately after the independence of the Balkan 
states and was completed at the end of WWI. The 
author identifies a limited political heritage, due to 
the rejection of the Ottoman political tradition that 
meant the emergence of the Balkan states. 
(Todorova 2009, 12) 

She insists in this perspective on the fact that 
the Ottomans never created nor tolerated political or 
cultural Balkan elites. Except for the institution of 
the Patriarch and the Phanariotes, the Christian 
elites weren’t integrated in the Empire build around 
its Muslim identity (most of the Muslims in the 
Balkans were allied to the Ottoman Empire, 
although the fact that so many Muslims remained in 
the Balkans reveal that local loyalties were stronger 
than imperial attachment; this is the case of the 
Muslim Bosnians, which were the social elite of 
their region, and of other such groups in the empire; 
they didn’t develop a national ideology based on 
the belonging to an own, separate state) (Todorova 
1996, 58). This is valid not only for the political 
sphere, but also for that of high culture and lead to 
the erection of two barriers, religious and cultural, 
that eventually facilitated the break from the 
Ottoman culture. Precisely, we can speak of a 
limited penetration of Ottoman culture from 
Istanbul towards the Balkans, because of its 
production by a Muslim Turks, Arab or Persian 
cultural elite, concentrated in the Capital and less 
numerous in the Balkans. (Todorova 1996, 58) 
Rupture in this domain came also because the 
opinion makers especially in the 19th century began 
to enhance their Europeanism and Christianity. In 
the field of folklore these efforts were slimmer, a 
degree of Ottoman heritage being traceable 
especially in the cuisine and music, also in urban 
architecture. 

Regarding the social and economic aspects, 
few common features of all the Balkan states are 
traceable back to the Ottoman times: the absence of 
the land-owner nobility due to the state’s necessity 
to control the resources, converted into the 
impeachment of the coagulation tendency of a land-
owner class, which has the ability of evolving 
separately from the state. (Todorova 2009, 173) 

The most important part of the heritage can 
be detected in the demographical field. It can be 
historically argued that the Ottoman period meant 
massive population movements, extended until after 
WWI, concluded into an overlap, a religious, 
linguistic and ethnic blend. (Todorova 2009, 174) 
Although the Ottomans never Islamized by force 
the Christian population, they encouraged the 
settlement of Turkish, Muslim populations in the 
newly conquered territories in the Balkans. 

(Küçükcan 1999, 50) However, conversions to 
Islam occurred, for the obvious disadvantages that 
the non-Muslim population was suffering. 
Currently, there are considerable Muslim 
populations in the Balkans, thus the Turkish-Islamic 
elements of the Ottoman heritage remaining a 
permanent entity in the Balkans. (Küçükcan 1999, 
64)  The most numerous are settled today in Greece 
and Bulgaria. The estimated figures of the Turkish 
population in Bulgaria vary between 600,000 
(Warhola, Boteva 2003, 256) and 800,000 (Petkova 
2002, 57) from which approximately 100,000 
Pomaks, Muslim Bulgarians, whose ancestors were 
converted in the 17th century. (Stavrianos 2000, 10) 
In Greece there is a Muslim community of over 
130,000-150,000 people. (Meinardus 2002, 85) 
Another one, of more than 1 Million people lives in 
the former Yugoslavia, most of it in Bosnia and 
Herzegovina. In Romania, the Turkish and Tartar 
presence, especially in the region of Dobrudja, 
dates from the 13th century (Gemil 2010), 
consolidated all throughout the Ottoman period, 
counting in the present time around 32,000 Turks 
and 24,000 Tartars. (Centre of Resurces for 
Ethnocultural Diversity - Centrul de Resurse pentru 
Diversitate Etnoculturală) 

The conclusion of Todorova is that in fact 
only the ethnic and religious diversity can be 
considered as traces of a common continuous 
heritage, in the other fields, except folklore, all can 
be considered only as perceived heritage. Precisely, 
the perceived Ottoman heritage is built around the 
speech of Balkanic nationalisms, as this is a solid 
base for these states with many similarities. For the 
better understanding of the concept, the author 
argues that the Balkan states which were part of the 
Ottoman Empire were continuously distancing 
themselves, in their efforts for European 
integration, from their Ottoman heritage, therefore 
promoting an eradication of these last traces, of 
coexistence and multi-ethnicity, by replacing them 
with homogenous ethnic groups. (Todorova 2004, 
13) She induces the idea that a denial of the 
Ottoman heritage from the part of the states of the 
region is also a denial of the historical heritage of 
the Balkans, in a superficial attempt to demonstrate 
their belonging to the European culture. 

Another approach of the Ottoman heritage 
problem is that of its perception from the 
perspective of the myth of the 500 years of tyranny 
and oppression in the Balkans, which is considered 
a part of the nationalist folklore of the region. 
(Stavrianos 200, 114) In the historiography of the 
matter it is argued that the Ottoman regime never 
had any destructive character in the Balkans, at 
least until the moment of decline, even though it is 
frequently assigned. This period is not described as 
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a peaceful one, any massacres or pillages being 
mentioned, but also the change in the life conditions 
of the peoples in the Balkans, after the moment of 
conquest has ended. (Mantran 2001, 253) 

Among the positive aspects highlighted are 
the internal autonomy given to some communities 
in exchange for any tributes or taxes, the permissive 
attitude towards the Orthodox Patriarch’s influence 
in the peninsula, together with the lack of any 
assimilation or religious proselytism policies of the 
Ottoman authorities. (Stavrianos 2000, 114) In spite 
of the previous efficiency, in the decline period the 
Balkan peoples were subdued to the raptures of the 
government officials and to the violence of the 
military, thus nationalisms being induced. 

An important aspect presented by 
Stavrianosis the association of the myth of the 
Ottoman yoke to that of the backwardness of the 
Balkan peoples. The author connects this to the 
theocratic, static and self-sufficient organization of 
the Balkan societies, to the monopoly of the 
Orthodox Church over intellectual life, together 
with the illiteracy and lack of culture access of the 
population. (Stavrianos 2000, 112) He thinks that 
the Orthodox theocracy has enhanced this 
underdevelopment, to the incapacity of the Balkan 
societies to evolve, thus that this was not induced 
by the Ottoman rule, but the inertia, the ignorance 
to which the Orthodox Church contributed were the 
stagnating factors, making thus impossible any 
reaction of the population to the Ottoman rule or 
this theocracy. 

  
The decline of the Ottoman Empire and its effect 
on the Balkan peoples 

For most of the Empire’s subjects local 
loyalties prevailed, as the belonging to local 
communities. Even if a larger identity were to exist, 
that was a religious one, rather than a political one. 
Thus, the Ottoman Empire was not a cohesive 
institution, did not order the active loyalty and 
submission of the peoples on its territory, but was 
rather a conglomerate of distant groups, self-centred 
and self-sufficient. The absence of an Ottoman 
nationalism left an ideological gap, filled with 
Balkan, Arab, even Turkish nationalisms and WWI 
acted as a detonator for these feelings and 
demolished the Ottoman imperial structure. 

During its decline, the Empire began to lose 
control over the frontier regions, some conquered 
by the neighbouring powers. Between the 
Suleiman’s the Magnificent reign and the 19th 
century, the Empire lost Hungary, Transylvania, 
Croatia, Slavonia, Dalmatia and the Banat to the 
Habsburgs, the Northern shore of the Black Sea to 
the Russians and the Danube Principalities became 
autonomous. (Stavrianos 2000, 138) 

Besides the alteration of the frontiers, the 
military and administrative damage, the occurrence 
of the chiflik system lead to unrest and peasant 
revolts, the enhancements of commerce and 
industry, inducing new people with new ideas, as 
well as the increase in contacts with Europe, lead to 
the influence of foreign ideologies. The expansion 
of the European powers in the region was also an 
important element. All throughout the 19th century, 
when nationalist movements began to occur, these 
factors influenced its evolution. However, Balkan 
nationalism was not a homogenous or coherent one, 
but degenerated in a series of separate revolts, 
independent all throughout the 19th century. 
(Stavrianos 2000, 222) The Balkan nationalisms 
have altered the political state of the region so, that 
if at the beginning of the 19th century all of it was 
under Ottoman rule, by 1878 three independent 
states and an autonomous one occurred. (Stavrianos 
2000, 115) These evolutions, known in the 
historiography as the Oriental Question, culminated 
with the beginning of WWI, which altered 
definitively the geopolitical scene of the Balkan 
Peninsula. Most of the new frontiers were 
established by force then confirmed by the peace 
treaties of Paris. The treaty of Sèvres, with Turkey, 
was the only one that could not been enforced. 
Following the triumph of the national revolt of 
Mustafa Kemal Atatürk in July 1923, the treaty of 
Lausanne is signed, which cancelled all the articles 
of Sèvres. The new treaty acknowledged all the 
conquests of the Kemalist Turkey, all of Anatolia 
and Eastern Thrace, insuring the international 
recognition of the sovereignty of the new Turkish 
Republic, proclaimed the successor state of the 
Ottoman Empire. 

An important aspect of the treaty of Lausanne 
was the separate deal signed by Greece and Turkey, 
concerning the mutual exchange of minorities. In 
1923 more than one Million Orthodox Greeks, 
former citizens of the Ottoman Empire were 
transferred to Greece from Asia, while 
approximately 400,000 Turks left Greece for 
Turkey. An exception has been made for the Turks 
in Western Thrace, which were still 30% of the 
population, (Stavrianos 2000, 591) on condition 
that the same privileges were to be granted to the 
extended Greek community of Constantinople. This 
stage is important not only because it marked the 
end of the Ottoman world (Mazower 2000, 107), 
but also because it altered substantially the ethnic 
map of the Balkans, especially in the territories 
inhabited by Greeks. (Jelavich 1977, 316) Most of 
the Asian Greeks were established in the Balkans, 
radically changing their ethnic character. Thus, in 
1923, 89% of the population of Macedonia was 
Greek, from the 43% in 1912. (Mazower 2000, 107) 
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In the interwar period, although the frontiers 
were altered according to the self-determination 
principle, this produced in some cases rather large 
ethnic minorities in the new states, thus also ethnic 
tensions. To these, political and infrastructure 
matters contributed, like the agrarian economy of 
the Balkan peoples in which the land ownership 
was thoroughly fragmented, poverty, 
overpopulating, illiteracy, corruption, radical 
governments, lack of minority policies and 
investment capital. WWII, even by preserving the 
national frontiers, meant a social revolution for the 
Balkans, with a major influence on internal 
structures. The monarchies were abolished, 
traditional political parties repressed together with 
influent political leaders, to leave the scene for the 
new communist regime, which seized the Northern 
Balkans for half a century, subordinating all the 
social activities to the interests of the official 
ideology. (Stavrianos 2000, 839) Describing in 
1958 the level and manner in which the societies 
were subdued to the communist regime, Stavrianos 
argued that no matter how long these regimes were 
to last, they will leave their print in the Balkans 
deeper than the Ottoman Empire. He stated this 
from the perspective of the traditional problem of 
the development gap between the Balkan and 
Western societies. In this context, two development 
models occurred in the 20th century: the Communist 
Northern Balkans and the Western democratic 
Greece left as the single outpost of the free world 
after WWII. Stavrianos concludes his work, The 
Balkans since 1453, by inquiring which of the two 
models will be more successful in adapting and 
overlapping the traditional matter of the 
underdevelopment of the Balkans (Stavrianos 2000, 
844). 
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Date a Cesare: Caesarism and the Italian Fascist Myth of Romanità as 
Part of Mussolini’s Sacralisation of Politics 

 
 

J a n    N E L I S
1 

 
Abstract. This study shows the means by which, under Italian fascism, the figure of Julius Caesar came 

to function as a prototype of Mussolini; Caesar was understood to be the quintessential Roman, embodying a 
series of values closely aligned to those found within fascism. Although Caesar never became the ‘official’ hero 
of fascism, his omnipresence within the written discourse on antiquity illustrates that themes related to the 
ancient dictator both dominated much scholarly discourse, while also playing an active role in popularising 
literature. The subsequent absence of discussion related to this historical figure in some scientific literature 
dedicated to the fascist reception of antiquity, therefore, does not do the subject justice. 
 
Keywords: Fascism, Political religion, Romanità, Caesarism, Reception of antiquity, Culturalism 
 

Rezumat. Studiul de faţă arată mijloacele prin care, în timpul fascismului Italian, imaginea lui Iulius 
Cezar a ajuns să funcţioneze ca prototip pentru Mussolini; Cezar a fost înţeles ca romanul chintesentic, 
întruchipând o serie de valori correlate cu cele specifice fascismului. Deşi Cezar nu a fost niciodată desemnat 
eroul“oficial” al fascismului, prezenţa sa ubicuuă în discursurile scrise cu referire la Antichitate arată că temele 
legate de vechiul dictator nu doar că au dominat puternic discursul ştiinţific, dar au şi jucat un rol activ în 
popularizarea literaturii. Lipsa unor discuţii ulterioare legate de această figură istorică în unele texte de 
specialitate dedicate felului în care fascismul a receptat antichitatea este, aşadar, nedreaptă.  

 
Cuvinte cheie: fascism, religie politică, Romanità, Cezar, receptarea din antichitate, Culturalism 
 

*
When1 Federico Fellini created his master-piece 
Roma in 1972, he felt strongly that the notion of the 
ancient Roman Empire as idealised within fascism 
had been profoundly influenced by the figure of 
Julius Caesar. This idealised image of Roman 
antiquity, often referred to as the myth of 
‘Romanness’ or romanità, claiming itself as a direct 
inheritance from Roman antiquity, was one of the 
most potent aspects of the mythology underlying 
the ‘sacralisation of politics’ by Italian fascism, the 
creation of a ‘political religion’.2 
                                                 
1 Ghent University - Belgian Research Fund (‘F.W.O.-
Vlaanderen’)/ Centre interdisciplinaire d’étude des 
religions et de la laïcité (CIERL, Université Libre de 
Bruxelles), e-mail: jan_nelis@hotmail.com and 
jan.nelis@ugent.be  
2 In this context, the first important studies are Fascism 
as Political Religion and Il culto del littorio by Gentile 
(1990 and 1993). Since Gentile, the notion of political 
religion has increasingly dominated scholarly debate on 
fascism and, in general, totalitarianism. In this context, 
see Introduction: God’s Counterfeiters? Investigating 
the Triad of Fascism, Totalitarianism and (Political) 
Religion and Cloister or Cluster? The Implications of 
Emilio Gentile’s Ecumenical Theory of Political 
Religion for the Study of Extremism by Griffin (2004 and 
2005), The Sacralisation of Politics: Definitions, 
Interpretations and Reflections on the Question of 
Secular Religion and Totalitarianism and Fascism, 
Totalitarianism and Political Religion: Definitions and 

Romanità itself has been the subject of many 
studies;3 however, unlike Virgil,4 Horace5 and 

                                                                              
Critical Reflections on Criticism of an Interpretation by 
Gentile (2000 and 2004), Emilio Gentile’s Historical 
Analysis and Taxonomy of Political Religions and On the 
Heuristic Value of the Concept of Political Religion and 
its Application by Payne (2002 and 2005), Political 
Religion: a Concept and its Limitations by Maier (2007), 
and ‘Political Religion’ and the Totalitarian Departures 
of Inter-war Europe: On the Uses and Disadvantages of 
an Analytical Category by Roberts (2009). For an 
overview of this discussion, see Nelis, 2011a, 248-253. 
3 Some of the more noteworthy include Fascist Doctrine 
and the Cult of the Romanità by Visser (1992), A flexible 
Rome: Fascism and the cult of romanità by Stone 
(1999), Giardina, Vauchez 2000, 212-296, Le mythe de 
la Terza Roma ou l’immense théâtre de la Rome fasciste 
by Chiapparo (2002), L’archéologie italienne durant 
l’entre deux-guerres: entre fouilles et politique by Foro 
(2005), and Fascismo di pietra by Gentile (2007). For an 
overview of scholarship on the myth of romanità under 
fascism, see La romanité (romanità) fasciste. Bilan des 
recherches et propositions pour le futur (Nelis, 2007a). 
The most recent bibliography can be found in my Quand 
paganisme et catholicisme se rencontrent: quelques 
observations concernant la nature du mythe de la 
romanité dans l’Istituto di Studi Romani (Nelis, 2012), 
as well as in two upcoming publications: an article of 
mine shortly to appear in the journal Studi Romani (La 
‘fede di Roma’ nella modernità totalitaria fascista. Il 
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Augustus,6 the role played by Julius Caesar in the 
forming of this myth has never, until this moment, 
been extensively discussed.7 The present paper 
seeks to fill in part of this gap in scholarship, by 
exploring the way in which Caesar, although he 
himself was not directly promoted as being an 
‘official’ protagonist of romanità propaganda, 
functioned as an important influence in the notion, 
especially during the 1930s. As such, it is the first 
published study dedicated exclusively to the 
‘caesarism’ which was vital not only to the 
construction of fascism itself, but also to one of its 
foremost myths: the myth of the Third, fascist 
Rome. 

One particular focus of this article will be to 
illustrate the omnipresence of Julius Caesar within 
the ‘written imprint’ of the romanità fascista,8 

                                                                              
mito della romanità e l’Istituto di Studi Romani tra 
Carlo Galassi Paluzzi e Giuseppe Bottai), and the 
publication of a book based on a conference located at 
the University of Toulouse-Le Mirail in November 2011: 
L’Italie fasciste & l’Antiquité (conference organised by 
Philippe Foro). 
4 On the bimillenary celebration of Virgil (1930), see 
‘Présence de Virgile’: Seine (pro)faschistische Rezeption 
by Faber (1983), Fascismo e bimillenario della nascita 
di Virgilio  by Canfora (1985), and Ziolkowski, 1993, 15-
17. 
5 On the bimillenary celebration of Horace (1935), see Il 
bimillenario oraziano nell’era fascista by Citti (1992), 
and L’edera di Orazio. Aspetti politici del bimillenario 
oraziano and Bimillenario della nascita oraziana by 
Cagnetta (1990 and 1998). 
6 On the bimillenary celebration of Augustus (1937-
1938), see, among others, Il mito di Augusto e la 
‘rivoluzione’ fascista by Cagnetta (1976), Augustus im 
Schwarzhemd? Die Mostra Augustea della Romanità in 
Rom 1937/38, Il mito di Roma, l’estetica e gli 
intellettuali negli anni del consenso: la Mostra Augustea 
della Romanità 1937/38 and The sacralization of the 
Roman past in Mussolini’s Italy. Erudition, aesthetics, 
and religion in the exhibition of Augustus’ bimillenary in 
1937-1938 by Scriba (1993, 1995 and 1996), Augustus 
and the Poets in Mussolini’s Rome by Foss (1998), 
Augustus, Mussolini, and the Parallel Imagery of Empire 
by Wilkins (2005), and ‘Framing’ Romanità: The 
Celebrations for the Bimillenario Augusteo and the 
Augusteo-Ara Pacis Project by Kallis (2011). 
7 Rare exceptions are Sawdust Caesar: Mussolini, Julius 
Caesar, and the drama of dictatorship by Wyke (1999), 
and The Rhetoric of Romanità: Representations of 
Caesar in Fascist Theatre by Dunnett (2006). Apart 
from Wyke’s interesting study, I also treated part of the 
reception of Caesar in my From ancient to modern: the 
myth of romanità during the ventennio fascista. The 
written imprint of Mussolini’s cult of the ‘Third Rome’ 
(Nelis, 2011b), which however adopts a much wider 
focus than the present study. 
8 For a more comprehensive analysis of the written 
imprint of romanità, see the previously mentioned From 

dealing with the way in which this myth permeated 
the written press, both scientific and popular, 
commencing in the 1920s, and increasing its 
presence during the 1930s.  

The article begins with a discussion of the 
many parallels drawn both between Caesar and 
Mussolini, who is generally understood as having 
had a personal preference for the ancient dictator,9 
as well as between Caesar and fascism in general. 
This analysis is followed by a demonstration of the 
way in which Caesar came to be identified with a 
number of somewhat less tangible notions and 
virtues. In turn, it discusses the means by which he 
became a symbol of greatness and national pride, a 
symbol that served to rally the people to the call of 
the novel ‘revolutionary’ fascist movement within 
society. Furthermore, the article outlines the way in 
which the figure of Caesar was effectively 
positioned as the protagonist within a series of 
popularising publications dedicated to his life and 
deeds. Finally, the present paper will look closely at 
a play written by Enrico Corradini, a well-known 
nationalist and fascist intellectual, which was 
dedicated to Caesar’s vicenda; although under 
fascism many plays about Caesar were produced, 
this particular one offers a significant comparison 
between two different versions; one produced in 
1902 and the other in 1926. 

As already mentioned, the most noteworthy 
element of Caesar’s relationship to the fascist 
regime identified within scholarly writing is the 
direct alignment between he and his chief emulator 
Benito Mussolini, who was even described as a 
‘sawdust Caesar’ (cf. Wyke’s article supra). A. 
Capolunghi’s C. Giulio Cesare (1933) offers up a 
significant example of this tendency. Here the 
implied presence of the original fascist dictator is 
all but omnipresent; however, he appears most 
directly, as is often the case in writings produced 
under fascism concerned with Roman antiquity, at a 
crucial point of the racconto, i.e. the conclusion. 
Here Caesar and Mussolini, “che a lui tanto 
somiglia” (Capolunghi 1933, 69), are imbued with 
a near-deity status. 

This tendency to elevate both present and 
past dictators to a spiritual, mythical level is present 
to a greater degree in another work entitled Cesare 
(Savarese 1934), authored by a man who also lent 
his name to a Fascismo eroico (Savarese, no date). 
From the very beginning of this highly celebratory 
work regarding the ancient dictator, references to 

                                                                              
ancient to modern (Nelis, 2011b), a book produced from 
my PhD thesis defended at Ghent University in 2006. 
9 In this context, see Nelis, 2007b, 405-407. 
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Mussolini and fascism abound,10 in a highly 
ethereal, near-religious discourse11 which also 
contains a first extensive treatment of the 
similarities between Caesar and Mussolini, to 
which theme an entire chapter is dedicated. 
(Savarese 1934, 57-62) 

In yet another work entitled Giulio Cesare, 
the thought and deeds of both dictators are again 
unequivocally, albeit in a slightly less brutal 
manner, assimilated. Indeed, Saverio Anfuso’s 
monograph, written per le scuole e per le persone 
colte, remains rather neutral, making no reference 
to the contemporary context. However, the reader is 
once again confronted with a classic tool of 
fascistizzazione, i.e. a dedica of the book “a Roma 
imperiale cesariana e fascista” (Anfuso 1935, 
preface), accompanied by a citation taken from a 
well known interview of Mussolini in 1932, 
published in book form by Emil Ludwig,12 arguably 
not the most critical journalist of his time.13 

Making identification between Caesar and 
Mussolini became almost de rigueur in this period 
of heightened popular consensus in support of 
fascism;14 this in a period in which, by means of 

                                                 
10 Cf. a direct reference to the fascist slogan andare 
verso il popolo: “Durante il suo tribunato, Cesare sa 
acquistarsi una grande popolarità con atti e 
provvedimenti che rivelano in lui l’animo del grande 
condottiero. Egli sa che il segreto di un capo è quello di 
andare verso il popolo, e sul popolo egli converge tutte le 
sue cure.” (Savarese, 1934, 10) On fascist slogans, see 
Mussolini ha sempre ragione. I decaloghi del fascismo 
by Galeotti (2000). 
11 Cf. for example Savarese, 1934, 31: “A Roma! A 
Roma! - ripetono tumultuosamente i veterani di cento 
battaglie, e nel loro grido è una promessa di fede, una 
certezza di vittoria.” 
12 Cf. Ludwig, 2001, 1° 1932, 47-48: “Io amo Cesare. 
Egli solo riuniva in sé la volontà del guerriero con 
l’ingegno del saggio. In fondo era un filosofo, che 
contemplava tutto sub specie aeternitatis. Sì, egli amava 
la gloria, ma il suo orgoglio non lo divideva dalla 
umanità.” 
13 The interview treated a variety of subjects, and proved 
a very useful element in Musssolini’s self-styled 
personality cult. In the interview, romanità was a central 
issue, as is also clear from Nelis, 2007b, passim. For a 
subsequent treatment of Mussolini’s discourse on 
antiquity, see also L’autorité de l’antiquité romaine dans 
le discours mussolinien by Foro (2007). 
14 The so-called ‘consensus-debate’ has for a long period 
divided researchers of fascism and in some cases still 
does. The controversy was started by Mussolini 
biographer Renzo De Felice, who stated that the success 
of fascism was mostly the consequence of a mutual 
symbiosis wherein regime and population lived 
alongside one another without serious tensions until the 
end of the thirties. Some of the most informative studies 
are Fascism. An Informal Introduction to its Theory and 

colonial conquest, Italy functioned for a short 
period of time once more as an empire, with its 
king perceived to be its emperor. Much like Caesar, 
Mussolini was a man who was believed to be 
driven by both divine inspiration and will, as “il 
Fascismo, guidato dal suo capo, Benito Mussolini, 
fece la marcia su Roma, e ricevè il potere dalle 
mani del Re, senza versare una goccia di sangue. La 
Provvidenza aveva dato all’Italia l’uomo che poteva 
salvarla, che l’avrebbe avviata a più alti destini: B. 
Mussolini.” (Scopa 1935, 9) 

What Caesar had once accomplished on 
behalf of ancient Italy and Rome, Mussolini was in 
turn now doing for fascist Italy. He was a “uomo 
‘fatale’ […] chiamato da Dio” (Fazio di Carlo, 
1938, 20), as well as Caesar’s contem-porary, 
legitimate heir, the man who “dopo venti secoli, 
con una genialità tutta Latina con sublime amore e 
con incrollabile fede, ha ridonato al culto della 
nuova Italia e risuscitato all’ammirazione del 
mondo intero, la figura di Giulio Cesare. Neppure il 
nipote Augusto […] ha fatto per Cesare quello che 
ora sta compiendo Benito Mussolini.” (Lombardo 
1935, 15) 

While sterile enumerations of the numerous 
virtues both dictators embodied dominate the works 
of many authors,15 others invite other historical 
figures such as Napoleon into the com-parison. 
(Madìa 1937) As authors increasingly began seizing 
upon the notion of Julius Caesar’s military genius, 
no doubt hoping his example would somehow 
influence Mussolini’s action and subsequent 
success, during the 1940s the duce became a 

                                                                              
Practice. An Interview with Michael A. Ledeen by De 
Felice (1976), Renzo De Felice and the Controversy over 
Italian Fascism by Ledeen (1976), Professor Renzo De 
Felice and the Fascist Phenomenon by Gregor (1978), Il 
Mussolini di Renzo De Felice by Lyttelson, Petersen and 
Santomassimo (1982), Renzo De Felice and the 
Historiography of Italian Fascism by Painter (1990), 
Renzo De Felice: A Tribute by Gentile (1997), 
Mussolini: reservations about Renzo De Felice’s 
biography by Mack Smith (2000), and Renzo De Felice: 
lo storico e il personaggio by Gentile (2003). The 6 
volumes of De Felice’s Mussolini biography, the fourth 
of which provoked the debate on consensus, are: 
Mussolini il rivoluzionario 1883-1920 (1965), Mussolini 
il fascista: I. La conquista del potere 1921-1925 (1966), 
Mussolini il fascista: II. L’organizzazione dello stato 
fascista 1925-1929 (1968), Mussolini il duce: I. Gli anni 
del consenso 1929-1936 (1974), Mussolini il duce: II. Lo 
stato totalitario 1936-1940 (1981), Mussolini l’alleato: 
I. L’Italia in guerra 1940-1943. 1. Dalla Guerra ‘breve’ 
alla Guerra lunga (1990a), Mussolini l’alleato: I. 
L’Italia in guerra 1940-1943. 2. Crisi e agonia del 
regime (1990b), and Mussolini l’alleato: II. La guerra 
civile 1943-1945 (1997). 
15 Cf. Cinti, 1935, 126-127. 
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modern day condottiero, fatefully leading his 
country to victory, increasingly inspired, so it 
seemed, by Caesar’s success. Popular propaganda 
fed this image and the ideology it spawned, doing 
so in an increasingly aggressive manner. 

Italy’s present-day struggles became a case of 
national interest, the interest of a nation led by a 
leader who on many occasions seemed to be 
replaying scenes from a sometimes violent 
childhood.16 Mussolini became the defender of both 
family and nation, much like Caesar before him. 
When confronted with verbal aggression, Caesar 
left no room for negotiation, according to Aristide 
Campanile, who produced an intimate account of 
the youthful Caesar’s sense of righteous 
entitlement: “[to his attackers:] Vi spacco la testa, 
canaglie. Vi insegno io a rispettare i miei parenti! 
Egli ha la peggio. Si sente contuso; lo sgraffiano; 
un fiotto di sangue gli cola dal naso; ma continua ad 
assestare colpi. Sembra lui il vincitore. Che è mai 
avvenuto? Uno dei compagni ha pronunziato parole 
d’insulto contro Mario, zio di Caio [Cesare], e 
questi risponde […] col mezzo persuasivo per 
eccellenza.” (Campanile, no date, but presumably 
1940, 9) 

This violent, revolutionary nature shared by 
Mussolini and Caesar became the core element 
around which discourse regarding both dictators 
revolved. The preface to Cesare e Mussolini by 
Nello Lombardo (1940) is no doubt linked to this 
tendency. It was written by Roberto Farinacci, the 
ras -the term used to refer to a local fascist leader- 
of Cremona, notorious for violent outbursts and his 
desire for a return to the early, violent squadrismo 
phenomenon.17 Finally another highly significant 
war-time opuscolo Il filo di Arianna by Ezio Maria 
Gray (1942), while not in itself a truly riveting 
treatment of the ongoing war effortsis but worth 
mention due to its identification of two primary 
catalysts in the history of mankind, both of whom 
acted along a common modus operandi: Julius 
Caesar and Benito Mussolini. 

The drawing of parallels between Caesar and 
Mussolini clearly is the most perspicuous aspect 
encountered in writings regarding the ancient 
dictator produced during the ventennio fascista. 
However, the name of Mussolini is also inevitably 
synonymous with fascism. Within this context too, 
Julius Caesar is presented as a forerunner, an 

                                                 
16 On Mussolini’s youth, and the propaganda 
surrounding its image under fascism, see Lepre, 1995, 3-
10, and Bosworth, 2002, 37-55. 
17 On Farinacci, see for example Innocenti, 1992, 147-
150. On his political role, see for example Lupo, 2000, 
154-166. On squadrismo, see The Myth of Squadrismo in 
the Fascist Regime by Suzzi Valli (2000). 

historical, ‘fascisticised’ precedent, particularly in 
those writings that date back to the 1930s. 

Firstly, there is La figura storica di Giulio 
Cesare, written by Giuseppe Marra (1933), who 
taught at  the Real Collegio Militare, a military 
institute in Naples. To Marra, Caesar was 
exemplary; he was a man who proffered his own 
genius in the service of conquest, and the author of 
the De Bello Gallico. He was the forerunner of the 
Italian condottiero, and his spirit lived on in 
Mussolini, a concept underpinned by means of an 
idealised image of the fascist duce. Apart from 
seeing the affiliation between Mussolini and Caesar 
as intimate and personal, with Caesar definitively 
described as the “primo e veramente unico 
imperatore” (Marra, 1933, 62), to Marra (1933, 52-
62) the revolutionary crossing of the Rubicon and 
subsequent march on the capital undertaken by both 
men, was inspired by the same genius, by the 
identical love for Rome and the Italian peninsula. 

Alberto Giaccardi adopted a similar stance in 
Cesare e l’Impero (1933). While staying within the 
traditional paradigm of historical continuity, 
Giaccardi emphasised not only Caesar’s military 
genius, but also, and perhaps primarily, his efforts 
to generate what might be termed a process of 
national palingenesis, perpetrating the renewal, or 
rebirth, of the nation.18 In so doing, he developed a 
more intimate viewpoint of Caesar’s ideology and 
Weltanschauung, and its close resemblance to those 
of fascism. The scope of Giaccardi’s effort, 
depicting Caesar’s achievements as “straordina-
riamente vicini al nostro tempo” (Giaccardi, 1933, 
3), is similar to that undertaken in another work on 
Caesar, Pietro De Francisci’s Cesare (1935). An 
eminent antichista, sometime rector magni-ficus of 
Rome’s ‘la Sapienza’ university,19 and one of the 
regime’s foremost intellectuals, De Francisci 
marked his treatment of Caesar with a lofty and 
moderate tone, as was the case with most of his 
writings; still his Cesare is depicted as being 
                                                 
18 In this context, see La modernità deviante by Zapponi 
(1993), Fascist Modernities. Italy, 1922-1945 by Ben-
Ghiat (2001), Fascism and Culture: Avant-Gardes and 
Secular Religion in the Italian Case, Modernism and 
Fascism: The Politics of Culture in Italy, 1903-1922, 
The Language of Opposition in Early Twentieth-Century 
Italy: Rhetorical Continuities between Prewar 
Florentine Avant-gardism and Mussolini’s Fascism, and 
Avant-Garde Florence. From Modernism to Fascism by 
Adamson (1989, 1990, 1992 and 1993), and Il nucleo 
palingenetico dell’ideologia del ‘fascismo generico’ by 
Griffin (2003). On fascist modernism, see Modernism 
and Fascism. The Sense of a Beginning under Mussolini 
and Hitler by Griffin (2007). 
19 On De Francisci, see, among others, Pietro de 
Francisci’s idee van de romanità als cryptofascistische 
filosofie van de geschiedenis by Visser (1995). 
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fatefully linked to Mussolini and the drive for 
fascism in Italian society, as it is part of a volume 
accompanied, or rather ‘contextualised’, by a letter 
written by the duke. 

Around this time, references to Caesar’s 
military and technical genius resurfaced, no doubt 
called to mind by the fascist colonial expansion on 
the African continent.20 Some works were also 
marked by somewhat bombastic, romantic notes, 
such as in an alternative Cesare written by Carlo 
Sada (1936);21 likewise, Artino Brancato’s treat-
ment of the dictator concludes with the following 
outburst of patriotic sentimentalism: “Per volere del 
Capo, in Roma, Imperatrice eterna, nella Via 
dell’Impero è stata innalzata la statua di Caio Giulio 
Cesare, dictator perpetuo, che presiede, quale antico 
Nume tutelare, ai destini della Patria risorta.”22 
(Brancato, 1936, 105) 

In many of these works produced under 
Italian fascism, Caesar the historical protagonist 
was, whenever possible, inserted into a nearly pure 
historical discourse; he became a myth and an idea, 
a symbol. As Bindo Fedi (1937, 39) said in a piece 
he intended as a sustained treatment of Julius 
Caesar, “le leggende, le predestinazioni stesse” 
have a role to play; for fascists, they cannot be 
ignored in the historical discourse and analysis. 
This approach was, for Fedi (1937, 126), the correct 
way to deal with the question of Julius Caesar’s 
historical role, as well as its impact up until that 
present moment, on the Mussolinian period. 

As Emilio Bodrero, eminent antichista and 
fascist, noted, Caesar, and Mussolini as well, 
should always be analysed within the paradigm of 
historical continuity, i.e. not judged solely by the 
actual historical facts, but also by the spirit and 
ideals one might discern from their vicenda, 
“perchè tutto ciò dà a noi [i.e. the Italian people], 
per la suprema grandezza dell’opera di Benito 
Mussolini, l’orgoglio di sentirci, come non mai, gli 
eredi diretti, legittimi e primogeniti di Roma.” 
(Bodrero 1939, 32) They became co-existing 

                                                 
20 Cf. for example Clausetti, 1935, 21, who in this 
specific context mentions, among other things, the fact 
that “anche oggi l’Italia vanta provetti ingegneri militari 
esperti in tutti i rami di questa tecnica, la quale […] 
specialmente dopo il soffio vivificatore dato dal 
Fascismo anche all’esercito […] ha raggiunto un grado 
elevato di perfezione, forse più che in ogni paese civile.” 
21 Cf. Sada, 1936, 14: “L’Italia, la cenerentola di tanti 
secoli, torna ad essere la madre del diritto, la fiaccola 
della luce, e a Roma […] tutto il mondo va a prendere il 
verbo di ordine, di pace, di laboriosità, di vita…” 
22 In 1932, a statue of Caesar was erected along the Via 
dell’Impero in Rome, nowadays the Via dei fori 
imperiali. For more information, see Bondanella, 1987, 
182. 

symbols of the nation, intended to boost patrio-tism 
and arouse the sentiment of belonging. Thus the 
historical discourse regarding both figures 
inevitably became biased, as was indeed the case 
for historiography in general, as “niuno può scri-
vere la Storia per ingraziarsi gli Stranieri, […] 
poiché Idioma e Storia sono la Patria, […] e chi 
scrive la Storia deve anzitutto servire il proprio 
paese.” 23 (Silvagni 1930, XXIX) 

Within this context, some authors defined 
Julius Caesar simply and literally as the historical 
protagonist whose ideology was most closely 
aligned to that of the period of the “grande Idea.” 
(Sada, 1936, 13) Such definitions clearly refer to an 
amalgam of patriotism, fascism, etcetera. However, 
the majority of authors align him more closely to 
the idea of revolution and unrest that characterised 
his epoch. Such was the case with the mentioned 
Campanile (no date, but presumably 1940), who 
emphasised the incessant struggle experienced by 
the ancient dictator, in a period marked by 
continuous revolution. This notion needed 
alteration in order to free it from its originally 
proletarian substratum. Thus the focus came to rest 
on the revolutionary, unconstitutional takeover of 
power, i.e. the imposition of a dictatorship, which 
“non consiste nel sovverti-mento delle forze vive 
che sorreggono lo Stato, ma nell’accentramento di 
esse nelle mani di un solo.” (Zeno 1934, 78) 

Whereas on occasion the pagan Caesar was 
being linked to Christianity,24 he was at times also 

                                                 
23 The idea of Caesar as a symbol for the nation is also 
central to the already cited Biografia di C. Giulio Cesare 
by Scopa (1935). On the historiography of antiquity 
under fascism, see, among others, Sul culto fascista della 
romanità by Perelli (1977), Antichisti e impero fascista 
by Cagnetta (1979), Le letture mirate by Bandelli 
(1991), and Storia antica tra le due guerre. Linee di un 
bilancio provvisorio by Mazza (1994). 
24 Cf. La Roma di Cesare e la Roma ‘onde Cristo è 
romano’ by Carlo Galassi Paluzzi (1937), head of the 
Istituto di Studi Romani, a major instrument in the 
diffusion of the myth of Rome under fascism. On Galassi 
Paluzzi’s discourse on romanità (both in a pagan and in 
a christian sense), see my already mentioned Quand 
paganisme et catholicisme se rencontrent (Nelis, 2012). 
His (vast) bibliography can be found in Coccia, 2000, 
27-112. On romanità and Christianity, see Un mythe 
contemporain entre religion et idéologie: la romanité 
fasciste (Nelis, 2007c). The Istituto di Studi Romani has 
been the subject of a series of studies, among which the 
most interesting are Storia di un progetto mai realizzato: 
il Centro Internazionale di Studi Romani by Visser 
(1994), La rivista Roma e l’Istituto di Studi Romani. Sul 
culto della romanità nel periodo fascista by La Penna 
(2001), and L’Istituto di Studi Romani e il suo fondatore 
Carlo Galassi Paluzzi dal 1925 al 1944 by Vittoria 
(2002). 
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depicted as the incarnation of ideas which seem 
somewhat contradictory with his revolutionary 
outlook, such as the notion of peace and order. 
Correspondingly from the second half of the 1930s 
onwards, the increasingly real threat of global 
conflict somewhat tempered the fascists’ bellicose 
discourse (with the exception of matters concerning 
colonial expansion), with Mussolini at times 
presenting himself as the man of peace (cf. for 
example following the September 1938 Munich 
conference). Thus Caesar also came to represent the 
“universale legge di Roma conci-liatrice.” (Ciardo 
1941, 39) As a consequence, “gli occorre intero il 
potere, […] perchè sa, egli solo, di potere e dovere 
fermare l’anarchia.” (Ciardo 1941, 27) 

On occasion, it was useful to reaffirm the 
possibility Caesar once had of becoming king, for 
the sake of the greater good, i.e. “per dare a Roma 
un governo energico, attivo, rapidissimo di un 
uomo solo,” (Landogna 1934, 38) and in order to 
guarantee a certain type of freedom to Roman 
citizens. In a clear message to present day Italians, 
modern notions of freedom were molded to fit 
ancient Rome and its citizens, who “votavano leggi 
cui ubbidivano per essere liberi. Ecco la libertas 
[…] Cesare stesso nelle sue ‘memorie’ sulle guerre 
civili [...] dichiarava di volere rivendicare il popolo 
in libertà dall’oppressione dei ‘pochi’…” (Costa 
1934, 171) 

In comparison to other historical protagonists, 
the way in which Caesar was treated under fascism 
was often more ideologically ‘coloured’ than many 
of his contemporaries, most likely because of the 
potential political currency of his revolutionary 
ambitions and military achievements. In addition, 
his example lent itself perfectly to an increasingly 
voluptuous discourse, the ‘fascistisation’ of 
antiquity by means not only of scientific or pseudo-
scientific approaches, but also by means of his 
persona being ‘inserted’ into an at times lifelike 
story and myth. Indeed it seems that some authors 
intended to recall not only the knowledge of his 
deeds and accomplishments, but also, in a way, to 
resurrect Caesar himself. 

This was the case both in one of the rather 
rare writings dating back to the 1920s, a quite 
substantial piece of work entitled Giulio Cesare and 
authored by Allulli (no date, but presumably 1926), 
and also in Umberto Silvagni’s book of the same 
name, which was, according to the author, intended 
at “tener viva l’attenzione del Lettore, e indurlo a 
trarne egli le conchiusioni piuttostoché farle noi,” 
as well as at showcasing “la grandezza del 
Protagonista e l’accanimento e l’ingiustizia degli 
avversari suoi da venti secoli in qua.” (Silvagni 
1930, 12) 

Whereas both authors use relatively moderate 
rhetoric, their figure of Caesar was considerably 
more romanticised and, arguably, even grotesque at 
times. As illustrated above in the case of 
Campanile, in a very real sense Caesar was 
presented not only as the protagonist of actual 
history, but also as a character within a historical 
discourse intent on reviving the spirit of his times. 
This effect was often perpetrated by means of the 
use of pathos, such as in the evocation of the 
ancient dictator’s earthly remains by Capolunghi 
(1933, 68): “… l’immagine della Vittoria pareva 
vegliare su esse e la veste di lui squarciata dai colpi 
eccitava lo sdegno e la pietà di quanti l’amavano. 
Con ansia febbrile, tra gemiti e singhiozzi, ognuno 
offriva il suo dono funebre, mentre si cercava 
affannosamente se fosse più degno il bruciare il 
cadavere nel Campo Marzio o nella cella di Giove, 
nel sacrario di un popolo o nel tempio di un Dio.” 
Even De Francisci followed this tendency, 
describing the March on Rome and the following 
struggles as a “lotta alla quale partecipa la terra, un 
incendio che fiammeggia su tutte le rive del 
Mediterraneo…” (De Francisci 1935, 61-62) 

Apart from Violini’s Il Cuore di Cesare 
(1935), noteworthy solely, perhaps, for its 
vulgarity,25 an interesting stylistic effort was 
undertaken by Antonino Foschini, who in his more 
than 500 page long Cesare (1936) exercised a 
‘fascist’ style of writing, knitting together short, 
rhythmic sentences, in an attempt to reiterate the 
essence of the author’s message. In other words the 
medium was the message. A similar attempt can be 
seen in Aurora d’aquila by Gherardo Ugolini 
(1936), an attempt at showing Italian children how 
the ancient hero, predecessor of the modern duce, 
reached adulthood. 

Other publications worth mentioning in this 
context are Alberto Viviani’s Caio Giulio Cesare 
(1938), and Eugenio Giovannetti’s La religione di 
Cesare (1937). However, the most fitting work with 
which to round out this part of the study is the 
aforementioned Poche note sulla vita di Caio 
Giulio Cesare. Scodellate all’agro-dolce. This 
work is of great interest because of the way in 
which it directly reflects upon the category of 
literature it belongs to and, indirectly, upon the way 
in which the figure of Julius Caesar was at times 
inserted into written culture and highly assimilative, 
‘digestive’ propaganda under fascism: “I libri 
pesanti come macine di mulino, favoriscono 
l’anemia, le acidità delle mucosa gastrica e servono 
unicamente ed egregiamente quale narcosi notturna. 

                                                 
25 In an all but moderate manner, this author also 
dedicates part of his attention to the ancient dictator’s 
alleged sexual exploits. 
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Di converso: le mie brevi note all’agro-dolce non 
procureranno malanni, ma susciteranno una perfetta 
eupepsia, cioè a dire una digestione ottima.” (Fazio 
di Carlo 1938, 1) 

In conclusion, the present article gives 
attention to another way in which the figure of 
Julius Caesar was effectively staged under fascism, 
in a series of plays dedicated to his life and deeds. 
From the many plays written,26 one, Giulio Cesare 
by Enrico Corradini, allows a comparison between 
two versions, one released in 1902 and the other in 
1926. The difference between the focus and 
message contained in each version strongly 
illustrates the way in which the figure of Caesar 
was milked for its political potency, and became 
increasingly synonymous with fascist discourse. 

The early version consists of 5 acts. After an 
introductory act, the second outlines Caesar’s 
character, mainly through a negative depiction of 
his opponents, i.e. Pompey, Cicero etcetera 
(Corradini, 1904, 1° 1902, 53, 77,…). Caesar is a 
uomo terribile (Corradini 1904, 1° 1902, 80) who 
has a nearly cosmic mission, i.e. to unite the world 
in the name of Rome. Even at this early stage, his 
words are clearly seen to prefigure later fascist 
rhetoric: “Io vi annunzio un’idea nuova in queste 
tre parole, o romani: Roma, l’Italia, il mondo. 
Bisogna che tutto il mondo diventi romano [...] 
Roma il cuore, il mondo l’immenso corpo. E se 
occorre un’anima, io ve la porto.” (Corradini 1904, 
1° 1902, 96) 

The third and fourth acts centre partially 
around the quasi-tragic figure of Brutus, tragically 
(in light of Caesar’s future fate) saved by Caesar’s 
clemency. The focus on Brutus seems conscious, 
enabling the playwright to develop the tragic 
concept of (near) patricide, granting dignity to 
Caesar’s death by emphasising the morals by which 
Brutus is driven, even if these are responsible for 
his choice to forsake the dictator. The play ends 
with the assassination of Caesar’s, who only 
moments before was busy making plans to enlarge 
the empire. The contrast between Caesar’s camp 
and that of his opponents could not but be bigger; 
the disarray ruling in the latter camp after the 
leader’s murder could not but be greater. The only 
opponent spared in this play, which does not 
explicitly show the assassination scene, is Brutus, 
who at the end “cammina solo”. (Corradini, 1904, 
1° 1902, 240) 

The motivation driving the 1926 version of 
this play is clearly different. The figures of Caesar 
and Brutus are moved from centre stage, with the 

                                                 
26 For more information, see Cesare in scena. Achter de 
schermen van theater ten tijde van het Italiaanse 
fascisme (Nelis 2006). 

narrative focusing instead on the greatness of both 
ancient and present Rome. Corradini himself 
reflects: “Io ho concepita la tragedia romana nella 
immanenza della Stirpe. Noi uscimmo testè da una 
età materialistica in cui molti valori furono umiliati 
e offesi, tra gli altri quelli che ad una nazione 
derivano dalla presenza della sua storia. [...] Roma 
è carattere dell’Italia ed è morale perenne. Roma 
dinanzi alla coscienza della nazione italiana si 
sublima in un sovrano ordine d’eroismo e di 
sacrifizio. Or Giulio Cesare è il maggiore Eroe 
dell’eroico Popolo Romano.” (Corradini 1926, 9-
11) 

Corradini, both politician and editor in chief 
of the nationalist publication Il Regno,27 is the 
prototype of the nationalist ideologue swiftly 
absorbed by fascism once it had come to power. 
With Mussolini explicitly presenting his March on 
Rome as an absolute emulation of Caesar’s 
example, it is no surprise that Corradini’s 1926 
version of Caesar was more closely modelled on the 
example of the fascist dictator. This immediately 
becomes clear from a close analysis of the stylistic 
register, as well as the direct characterisation of the 
way that Caesar effectively suppressed instances of 
mutiny within his legions. 

From the beginning of the 1926 version of the 
play, Caesar is depicted as being near omnipotent, 
all-seeing; his opponents are the opposite, and are 
often ridiculed. Not only their deeds are dark and 
misty, the very space in which they dwell is 
obscure, ideal for conspiracy and intrigue 
(Corradini, 1926, 93). Caesar’s camp on the other 
hand is visible and accessible to all. He is the man 
of contents, as opposed to Pompey, the man of 
mere shape. Caesar is the uomo terribile, nuovo, 
solitario, a clear prefiguration of the highly 
competent present-day fascist duce (Corradini, 
1926, 103). This image is consistently presented 
throughout the entire play; and it is constantly 
referenced and reiterated, for example by very 
literal echoes of the fascist dictator’s regime, such 
as the appearance of the fascist slogan 
“Vinceremo!” (Corradini 1926, 137) 

This trend continues in the final acts, which 
do not differ greatly to those of the 1902 version. 
Brutus maintains his particular dignity, but Caesar 
is now elevated to a divine level, being seen to be in 
possession of “una umanità che non ebbe mai 
l’uguale sopra la terra.” (Corradini 1926, 289) His 
death equals the potential destruction of Rome, and 
it is to Rome that he speaks his final words. 
(Corradini 1926, 310) These are followed by an 

                                                 
27 On Corradini as an author, see Grana 1979, 6-26, 60-
103; see also Un uomo contro: Enrico Corradini, 
letterato e politico by Gatteschi (2003). 
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evocation of Caesar’s successor Augustus, a figure 
the fascists exploited to a great degree during his 
1937-8 bimillenary celebration: a fitting ending to a 
play obviously adapted by its author to 
accommodate the prevailing political winds. 

It is important to conclude this study by 
reiterating the singular importance of Julius Caesar 
to Italian fascism and the myth of romanità. Under 
fascism, Caesar became a proto-Mussolini, the 
prototype of the ideal Roman, who embodied a 
series of values closely aligned to those present in 
fascism. Although Caesar never became the 
‘official’ hero of romanità propaganda, his 
omnipresence in the written discourse on antiquity 
produced under fascism (and not only that) suggests 
that much of the scientific literature dedicated to the 
fascist reception of antiquity has grossly 
underestimated and overlooked his very real 
significance in this area. In truth, the ancient 
dictator dominated part of scholarly discourse, but -
especially from the point of view of propaganda 
more importantly so- also played an active role in 
more popularising literature, as well as in a series of 
plays. In these works, Caesar, and along with him 
the whole of romanità, were effectively, and very 
tangibly, staged. As such he was, in a very real 
sense, a powerful and lost active participant in 
fascism’s culto del littorio. It is hoped that this 
preliminary research on this topic now leads to a 
more extensive survey on Caesar’s temporary 
popular revival in Italy during the interwar years, 
and helps deepen our knowledge on this subject, 
perhaps rewriting some elements of recent history 
in the process. 
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The Intellectual Unemployment in Interwar Romania: Public Perception 
and Subjective Perspectives1 

 
 

D r a g o ş    S D R O B I Ş
2 

  
After the First World War Romania launched a new stage in building the society, focusing this process on 

its cultural and educational aspects. Through encouraging the youth to graduate secondary and superior levels of 
the education (in a society where almost half of the population was illiterate) the Romanian state wanted to 
create the basis for recruiting the intellectual, political and economic elite. 

Actually, meritocracy becomes more or less a financial task of the state. It is this mechanism for social 
promotion that becomes affected by the 1929-1933 economic crises, especially if in conjunction with the 
phenomena of titled inflation. Intellectual unemployment, university dumping and school inflation – all these 
phenomena highlighted by the mass-media revealed the same symptom: the failure of the university graduates 
youth to integrate the economy. More than this, we may be able to observe a process with cultural significance: 
the devaluation of the idea of intellectual work, through which the unemployment becomes the first stage of the 
social degradation and even a form of public insult. An insight view at this phenomenon may be accomplished 
through the memoirs and the diaries of the youth intellectuals of this period, for whom this evolves into the 
obsession of the social maladjustment and even failure. 

All these were, generally speaking, the result of the political elite confusion that wrongly considered that 
the institutional development of the education will necessarily lead to a communitarian development. It was not 
the case, at least not in Romania. Instead of becoming a social selector, meritocracy was perceived 
as an agent of social disorder. The answer was the return to the national values and, in this respect, meritocracy 
should be replaced by the Romanian-cracy, developing the extremist political movements. 

 
Keywords: meritocracy, intellectual unemployment, intellectual’s daily life, social identity 
 

Rezumat. După primul război mondial România a demarat un nou proces de construcţie societală, care, 
de această dată, trebuia să urmărească aspectele culturale şi educaţionale. Astfel, încurajând tineretul să urmeze 
şi să absolvească cursuri de învăţământ secundar şi mai ales învăţământ superior (într-o societate în care 
aproximativ jumătate din populaţie era analfabetă), statul român urmărea să creeze o pepinieră din care să 
recruteze elitele politică, intelectuală sau economică. 

De fapt, printr-o astfel de abordare, meritocraţia devenea o sarcină financiară a statului român. Dar chiar 
acest mecanism de promovare socială va fi afectat atât de criza economică dintre anii 1929-1933, cât şi de 
fenomenul inflaţiei universitare. Şomaj intelectual, dumping universitar sau inflaţie şcolară – indiferent de 
denominaţie, aceste subiecte de presă evidenţiau acelaşi simptom: eşecul absolvenţilor de studii superioare de a 
se integra în câmpul economic. Mai mult de atât, devine evident un proces cu semnificaţie culturală: 
devalorizarea socială a ideii de muncă intelectuală, prin care şomajul devine primul pas spre degradarea socială 
şi chiar o formă de insultă publică. O privire din interior asupra acestui fenomen se poate realiza prin 
intermediul memoriilor şi a jurnalelor tinerilor intelectuali români din perioada interbelică, pentru care şomajul 
devine o obsesie.   
  Acest fenomen a fost rezultatul unei confuzii a elitei politice care a crezut – în mod greşit – că 
dezvoltarea instituţională a educaţiei va conduce în mod necesar spre o dezvoltare comunitară. Nu s-a întâmplat 
aşa, cel puţin nu în România. În loc să devină un mecanism de selecţie socială, meritocraţia va fi privită ca un 
agent al dezordinii sociale. Răspunsul găsit de tânăra generaţie a fost reîntoarcerea spre valorile naţionale, ceea 
ce însemna că meritocraţia va fi înlocuită de româno-craţie, dând naştere astfel mişcărilor politice cu caracter 
extremist. 
 
Cuvinte cheie: meritocraţie, şomaj intelectual, viaţă cotidiană a intelectualilor, identitate socială. 

* 
After1 World2 War I, Romania initiated a new 

                                                 
1 „This work was supported by a grant of the Romanian 
National Authority for Scientific Research, CNCS – 
UEFISCDI, project number PN-II-ID-PCE-2011-3-
1089”. 

stage in the development of the society that should 
reinforce the cultural and educative side. Through 
encouraging the youth to graduate secondary and 

                                                                              
2 Postgraduate, “ George Bariţiu” History Institute Cluj 
Napoca, e-mail: dragossdrobis@yahoo.com  
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superior levels of public instruction (in a society 
where almost half of the population was illiterate) 
the Romanian state wanted to create a large 
category for recruiting the intellectual, political and 
economic elite. This is how we may explain that in 
Romania the “intellectual labor” became a trend, 
especially among the teenagers. Moreover, 
meritocracy itself ends up as a financial task of the 
state. Briefly, the mechanism of Romanian 
meritocracy cultivated the social model of 
intellectual-official who aspires to fill the 
Romanian bureaucracy3 functions and campaigning 
to remove aliens from the administrative apparatus. 
Instead of this, centralized education, which should 
have been an unification process of Romanian 
population, had changed into a subtle mechanism of 
‘social differentiation in inter-war Romania, the 
cultural-educative benefits being mostly limited to a 
small number of population’. The conclusion 
reached by Bogdan Murgescu is that the inter-war 
Romania gives little importance to investments in 
human capital, the percentage of illiterate 
population being 54.3%  (Murgescu 2010, 219)4 of 
the total population that existed in 1938 and 
proving the ‘selfishness of the elite’. Even though 
Romania had an average of 1,3 students at 1000 
inhabitants, this report is rather concerning, taking 
into consideration the dual character of the society 
when talking about the alphabetization criterion. 

The study aims to highlight the effects of the 
intellectual unemployment, both as public 
perception (the articles excerpted from the 
Romanian media) and as individual implications (in 
this respect the memoirs and the diaries of the 
intellectuals teenagers being probative). Although 
statistically there is no independent research 
regarding this subject – a research that should make 
a subject like this an important one –, the fact the 
intellectual unemployment was for so many years 
(1929 – 1937) a front page subject is a pertinent 
reason to reconsider the financial problems of the 
teenagers of that times. Far from being an 
exhaustive research, the demarche may be 
considered as an interpretative one, if we take into 

                                                 
3Andrew Janos launched this hypothesis since 1978, 
capturing a key feature of the interwar youth, avoiding 
economic higher education, which may underlie the 
development of entrepreneurs’ blankets. Instead, the 
students interests revolve around occupations budget (in 
1938 Romania had a budget of 331 915 device that 
consumed 56% of the state budget on salaries!). [Janos 
1978, 100.] 
4 [Murgescu, 2010, 219]. In order to highlight the 
precarious politics regarding human capital in interwar 
Romania he author took into consideration the problems 
of infant mortality and of life expectancy for the new 
born babies. 

consideration the historical sources. And if we 
agree that cultural history is capable to capture the 
`zeitgeist`, to rebuild the spirit of the times (Burke, 
2008, 20-30), the utilized historical sources become 
indispensable. From the cultural history’s point of 
view, a subject like this one represents the 
bottleneck of the idea of marginality. The marginal 
human being in this research is the very intellectual 
unemployment itself, a marginal produced even by 
the society. In fact, marginality defines itself 
following four criteria – economic, social, cultural 
and spatial. The industrial society (even though 
Romania was far away of being labeled like this) 
produces its “inner” marginal, the unemployment 
being charged with this “social” function. It is true 
that the industrial society could attenuate the 
material consequences of having no job. What was 
more difficult to attenuate or even eliminate were 
the socio- psychological effects of the 
unemployment. This is another reason why media 
and diarist confession become useful. Last but not 
the least, if the Romanian media made this subject a 
representative one, the diaries and memoirs call 
gave intensity to a problem that confused itself with 
the everyday existence. 
 
The intellectual unemployment as media 
subject: between political and social criticism 
and irony  

The media. First of all, we should emphasize 
the manner of approaching the subject according to 
the ideological orientation of each editorial staff. 
This is why the development of this subject 
includes different levels: the criticism of the 
Romanian instruction system, the presentation of 
the economic causes and the culpability of the 
authorities responsible for the occurrence of a new 
calamity: the suicides among youth students and 
superior level graduates.  

The ideological range of the analyzed 
newspapers and magazines covers the ideological 
binomial left-right. Through this it is pertinent to 
infirm a historiographical cliché according to which 
the left was insignificant in Great Romania. Of 
course, from the political and electoral point of 
view the left parties were almost inexistent. The 
reason for this electoral aversion is that the social-
democracy was almost captured by the 
communism. In the public perception, social-
democracy was equivalent with communism. And 
if we remind that the Communist Party was 
declared illegal in 1924 because it was culpable of 
promoting a `antinational ideology`, we may have a 
clear view in capturing the difficulties encountered 
by the intellectuals in displaying the left ideological 
affinities. But politics could not suppress the 
freedom of expression. And the left media was very 
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active and gathered both young and well-known 
academics. A single mention: left newspapers and 
magazines, although numerous, had a short period 
of developing, the average editing period being of 
one to three years. 

For a sociologist it is very important to 
establish the background of the authors who 
focused on the intellectual unemployment subject. 
They are mostly the members of the “young 
generation”, who had as explicit purpose to launch 
a process of mass culturalization. “The White Lily’s 
Manifesto” published in 1927 is a proof in this 
respect. The intellectual unemployment problem 
concerned them, and this is how we should explain 
the subjective character of the articles and even the 
apocalyptical tonalities. And – who knows? – may 
be due to the deep significance of the writings of 
some journalists the intellectual unemployment 
became a problem itself. The diversity of the 
articles regarding this subject had the role to extend 
the problem to a wide-range view. For this 
journalists the intellectual unemployment was 
related to deficiencies of student life, to some 
negative social phenomena that blocked the 
promotion of many teenagers (like corruption or 
nepotism etc.), even extended to the motivation of 
the suicide. Sometimes the unemployment becomes 
literature subject, as in the short story of Alexandru 
Sahia, called Unemployment without race, or in the 
novel of Panait Istrati, The employment office5. 

The left daily newspapers and magazines 
analyzed are Mişcarea (The Movement), Rampa 
(The Platform), ABC, Era nouă (The New Age), 
only Cuvântul (The Letter) having a right 
ideological orientation. In this last newspaper some 
journalists formulated critics addressed to the 
politicians, considered incapable of reform and of 
valorizing the teenagers. Literary critic Perpessicius 
stated in Romania “school kills”, the suicides 
among pupils being provoked by the intellectual 
breakdown, caused in turn by an overwhelming 
curriculum6. As for the students, the complaints 
targeted the ease with which teenagers really 
trusted the interwar academic demagogy. It was a 
demagogy that made a lot of them to believe and to 
follow the unique purpose of “bureaucracy, of the 

                                                 
5 Alexadru Sahia, Şomaj fără rasă, in Era nouă (revistă 
lunară de filosofie, litere şi artă), I,  no.1, february 1936. 
This short story reveals the impact of the unemployment 
in the human relationships, as Haralambie and Leib 
Goldenberg, two neighbors that finally conclude that 
“they flounder in the same dirty water of poverty”. 
Haralambie is not susceptable to embrace rasial feelings, 
because for him the anti-Semitism is “still an invention 
of the richmen”. [Istrati, 1934]. 
6 Perpessicius, Scoala ucide, in Cuvântul, V, nr.1493, 19 
iunie 1929, p.1. 

pen at the ear and of the state scholarship”7. Instead, 
Mihail Sebastian reduced the matter of intellectual 
unemployment to a matter of faulty architecture of 
the Romanian educational system. It is all just a 
titled inflation, and this is the reason Romanian 
“meritocracy” was so badly affected by the 
economic crisis of 1929-1933. For the young Jew 
writer intellectual unemployment, university 
dumping and school inflation – all these 
denominations described the same phenomenon: 
the failure of the superior studies graduates to 
integrate themselves in economy. Hardly could the 
sardonic approaches be avoided. It is the case of 
Paul Sterian, for whom intellectual unemployment 
was just “a fashionable topic”. Even the chosen 
denomination is a reason for irony, because 
“intellectual unemployment, if we are right, means 
an intellect would cease to function”. The 
conclusion reached by Sterian was very harsh: 
because a very small number of the students 
succeed in getting a diploma, it is a sufficient 
reason to consider that “the Romanian intellectual 
is, in fact, an unskilled worker”8.  

The left media is the one to underline the 
negative effects – socially speaking – of this 
phenomenon. In order to contextualize the rapid 
growth of the student population after 1919, the left 
journalists put this as a natural consequence of the 
exodus from villages to cities willing to come in, 
leaded only by the “momentum and exuberance of 
youth specific”, as general trait of the student. 
“Breed the purity of soul of this inexperienced 
young, that has no obstacle in building idols, with 
the impossibility to enter the hermetically circle of 
graft, nepotism and bureaucracy. This is how you 
shall obtain his sorrow and his indignation. [...] The 
rebellion chosen by the student is provoked by the 
polity that does not resemble with his ideals of 
honesty and fairness in public and private life too. 
[...] That’s why the teenagers must be revalorized 
[...]. That’s the reason intellectual should stop 
representing a suspended point in vacuum, a 
downgraded; the intellectual must be integrated in 
the social apparatus”9. For these journalists – who 
truly promoted the idea of paternalism – the state is 
the one to blame for altering the students into a 
plenty of rootless that eventually fail to suicide. 
And the suicides became so frequent, that the media 
started to register this sort of drama to a section 
called – almost with no trace of empathy – “matter 

                                                 
7 Nenorocita viaţă de student, în Cuvântul, V, nr.1332, 6 
ianuarie 1929, p.1-2. 
8 Paul Sterian, Intelectualul necalificat, în Cuvântul, IX, 
nr.3029, 30 septembrie 1933, p.1. 
9 I.V. Rancea, Studenţimea în faţa realităţilor (năzuinţe 
şi idealuri), în ABC, I, nr.21, 29 noiembrie 1934, p.7. 
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of fact”10. In front of these, still, the authorities 
seemed frozen. This turns in an opportunity for the 
left media to distinguish itself from the right media, 
by publishing the stories of some disturbing cases. 
For instance, ABC published a dramatic letter of a 
student that gave an ultimatum to the society to 
offer him a job in 48 hours. The end of this story is 
not available, but the conclusion is very troubling: 
“Our teenagers are pushed towards a too early 
grave dig for them because of social causes, 
because of the bad organization of the educational 
system towards state urge them and then to leave 
them in misery and sorrow”11.  

The student’s material status is also 
mentioned in these articles. It is the case of Dan 
Petrasincu that realized an investigation report in 
order to capture a slice from a provincial student 
life, a young person plagued by poverty, by 
starvation and who lacks self-confidence and self-
esteem. Anywhere he/she would be – emphasizes 
Petrasincu – the Romanian student finds himself as 
a marginal, who sometimes is obliged to avoid even 
the open public spaces, avoiding this way to turn 
heads of compassion. Because of these problems – 
the journalist continues – in the eye of the student 
we may glimpse “the honest fathers of tomorrow, 
the corrupted politicians of the day after tomorrow 
or the Raskolnikovs over an hour”. That’s why “to 
be an unemployment student means to be a 
continuing candidate for suicide.[…] Where does it 
begin and where does  the truly unemployment 
status of the intellectual student end? At the 
moment he decides to learn or when he 
graduates?”12 – Petrasincu asks himself rhetorically.  
The confession of a young intellectual seems to 
offer, however, a response to such a dilemma. 
According to this, the blame belongs to the 
“intellectual unemployed”, because “We had so 
many illusions and no ideal. This is the weakness of 
our generation. We are all in such a rush […]. How 

                                                 
10 Les faits divers “reconcilient en quelque sorte le 
sensationnel avec le quotidien et l’impératif informatif. 
Actuel, transitorie et secondaire, le fait divers este la 
nouvelle du jour qui peut être oubliée le lendemain. […] 
La collone des faits divers qui fait vendre le journal 
parce qu’elle est la rubrique la plus lue et la plus 
appréciée du périodique reflète à la fois l’ordinaire de la 
quotidienneté et la quotidienneté de l’extraordinaire. […] 
Le récit des […] nombreuses et des quelques meurtres et 
suicides qui composent l’ordinaire d’une actualité locale 
ressortissent à une sociabilité qui commence de trouver 
sa manne dans l’imprimé, comme elle la trouvait jadis 
dans l’oralité”. [Delporte, et al. 2010, 311]. 

11 Desrădăcinaţii , in ABC, I, nr.17, 24 
noiembrie 1934, p.1. 
12 Dan Petraşincu, Studenţii, eternii şomeri..., in 
Reporter, II, nr.14, 14 martie 1934, p.4. 

can you have an ideal, if you are not able to 
accomplish a purpose: the daily bread?”13. 
 And this is not all, because during the great 
depression the intellectuals were the first to be 
expelled from the administrative and economic 
apparatus. The reason? With no solidarity, without 
being “a social class with supported claims, but a 
social category with no cohesion”, intellectuals 
become just a simple dispensable human mass for 
any politician. But this may turn into a matter of 
radicalization, which may become reality one day. 
After all, “sacrificed intellectuals cannot remove 
the crisis. At most, they can worsen it, converting 
the economic crisis into a terrific social crisis. […] 
For the intellectuals there is no serious justification 
to maintain order. But they may find any reason to 
provoke disorder”14.  
 An interesting point of view is offered by 
Emil Cioran, a teenager student in philosophy 
during the great depression. Somehow surprising, 
but in total agreement with his pessimism, Cioran 
distinguishes a certain “psychology of the 
intellectual unemployed”, that is included in the 
new mentality of the modern human being. “Unlike 
the man of the previous generations, the 
contemporary man represents a specific way of life, 
whose structure is saturated by the unemployment 
psychology – Cioran considered. How is that? 
Well, before, the individual was organically 
integrated in life. This was the substantial man that 
lived in the same framework of life. Due to this, he 
owed his inner homogeneity and inner poverty, too. 
The very characteristic of the intellectual 
unemployed, as a complete expression of our times, 
is an inner fullness conceived from the living 
contradictions”. But, when the inner axis is 
disturbed by the daily problems, then the mentality 
of the intellectual unemployed is flooded by 
dissatisfaction, rebellion and even the extinction 
temptation. This is one of the most precocious 
proofs of the pessimism conception of Cioran, a 
conception that bet everything on the idea of 
radicalization. It is in the intellectual unemployed 
exaltation where Cioran finds the origins of the 
“eschatological spirit of the contemporary culture”. 
“There is a feeling of extinction in their restless and 
troubled spirit, some sad feelings of extinction that, 
at the intellectual unemployed, turn into an 
“enthusiastic joy of a fast collapse”15. 
 Another interesting consequence of the 
intellectual unemployment is the devaluation of the 
                                                 
13 Titus Ionescu, Drama universitară, in Universul, LII, 
nr.337, 7 decembrie 1935. 
14 Situaţia intelectualilor, in Mişcarea, XXIV, nr.217, 15 
august 1931. 
15 Emil Cioran, Psihologia şomerului intelectual, in 
Mişcarea, XXIV, nr.134, 8 mai 1931. 
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idea of intellectual labor; in fact, to be an 
unemployed becomes a first stage in social 
degradation and sometimes turns into a public 
insult. In public opinion acceptation unemployment 
becomes equivalent with the poverty, uncertainty, 
misery, with compassion or with public contempt. 
These were a lot of reasons for some teenagers to 
embrace the idea of suicide. But the media tried to 
present some other sides of this phenomenon that 
could make you say that “life is not so hard”. This 
is the way Rampa newspaper proceeded in a report 
describing the “daily life” of an eating hall from 
Bucharest which served meals for free for both 
intellectual and manual unemployed. But the article 
is full of irony, humor and even contempt. In this 
manner is stated that the eating hall has two 
separated entrances, for each category of 
unemployed. And in the same manner there are 
presented the attitudes of the two different 
categories regarding the meal they receive for free. 
If for the manuals the meal is a proof that “the 
boyars make charity”, the intellectual doesn’t lose 
himself in gratitude. He is convinced that this is no 
charity, but it is the duty of the chefs, of the waiters, 
finally of the State. In front of this ingratitude the 
author of this report, a novelist, Constantin Coman, 
reveals his distaste for the intellectual unemployed, 
in fact a mass of students and of people with no 
profession: “99 jobs and 100 disasters”, all of them 
“losers” – is the rough conclusion of the author. It 
is not the case of the owner of this eating hall that 
considered proper to “flatter, to delight”, always to 
please the intellectual unemployed. Such an 
example of flattering is the translation of the menu. 
For instance what for a common man is vegetable 
soup with roasted bread becomes vegetable cream 
with croutons; beans with sausages become 
casoleta with frankfurters and cream milk is boule 
de nèige16. 
 
The intellectual unemployment through 
memoirs and journals: the sense of failure and of 
despair 
An insight for this phenomenon may be 
accomplished due to the diaries and the memoirs of 
the youth intellectuals, for whom the fear of 
maladjustment and of social failure become 
redundant. The leitmotiv of the marginal scholar, 
poor and who may claim only a posthumous 
recognition does no longer coincide with the 
aspiration of the young Romanian intellectual. 
Because now he is convinced of his social utility 
and role, and this is the reason why he claims and 
starts to fight for his economic rights, in order to 

                                                 
16 Constantin Coman, Menu pentru şomerii intelectuali, 
in Rampa, XX, nr.5765, 31 martie 1937, p.1. 

assure his living. Although the Romanian literature 
still promotes the cliché of the failed intellectual, in 
real life they try to escape the traditional limits of a 
hostile economy. Mircea Eliade has no doubt about 
this: “All those voluble, pretentious, aggressive 
intellectuals were terrorized, without knowing it, by 
the spectrum of failure. This fear of failure was 
very familiar to the Romanian novel, as at Vlahuţă 
or Cezar Petrescu. Usually, the failure was 
provoked by the indifference of the provincial 
medium, by personal accidents (alcohol, drugs) or 
especially, by the temptation of politics” [Eliade, 
1991, 283-284] 17. 
 So the diaries becomes a sincerely source 
for the analyzed problem. In addition to the social 
framework description, the diarist also expresses 
his broken aspirations because of the lack of 
money. In fact, the diary, genre developed by the 
French in the XIXth century, becomes the proof of 
the crystallized and assumed intellectual identity in 
Romanian culture. But this should not lead us to the 
conclusion of total appreciation of this genre by the 
Romanian writers. Not at all, on the contrary. For 
instance, George Călinescu, a well-known literary 
critic and the first author of a Romanian literature 
history, characterized the diary as “essentially 
insincere”. But this was not an impediment for him 
to write daily notes in a so-called “fake journal”. 
The same idea is expressed by Camil Petrescu: 
“This diary is nonsense. […] But – the novelist 
continues – I have to register no matter how, the 
zigzag of my daily doubts. In my lonely war against 
the world, I need a witness, relatively objective 
[…]” (Petrescu, 2008, 15).  
 The diaries register the negative perception 
of the society regarding intellectual professions. For 
the others this sort of work is perceived with 
condescendence because it is incapable to assure a 
stable and good income. George Călinescu 
highlights such a perception in one of his daily 
note: “When somebody asks me about my job and, 
forced by his allusion, I answer him I am writing a 
book, he adds: at least does it worth? A Romanian 
typical question, as if this is a job like any other. 
And if the inquirer is a textbooks author and I tell 
him well, it is not so worthy he reproachfully 
comments: That is so bad. Why don’t you start 
writing textbooks?” (Călinescu 1999, 98). Petre 
Comarnescu seems to have the same problem. For 
him, too, the financial aspects become critical 
“Wednesday,  1932, 19th of January: I attended the 

                                                 
17 For further pieces of information regarding the impact 
of the intellectual unemployment and of the financial 
problems for the Romanian youth (for example, the 
copyright rights’ tax implementation in 1935) see also 
[Ţurcanu, 2007, 300-303]. 
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alive conference of Ion Zeama, the Cornova 
village’s priest, a conference that took place at the 
Romanian Social Institute. Cheerfully by this clear 
and pragmatic, intelligent and entertaining spirit. If 
this countryman had been rich, he would had 
become a scholar; instead, he remained a simple 
countryside priest.”(my italics – D.S.) 
(Comarnescu,1994, 22). But, in addition, he 
discovers the benefits of the opportunistic behavior 
in social life that involves some compromises. An 
excerpt from his diary is very conclusive, 
describing the daily ordeal because of the material 
reasons: “George and Ana came back from Bârlad, 
where they made a good, utile and fair deal. I am so 
uncomfortable and constrained because I know they 
help me not from understanding and love, but from 
duty and compassion. […] Without them I shall 
starve to death, because besides my mother, nobody 
thinks to help me. But the opportunistic spirit can 
help me a lot, without making me feel happy. […] I 
am a coward, an opportunist, scared by uncertainty, 
but possessing a long-life vision. This is my 
judgment criteria. I am a speciae vitae opportunist” 
(Comarnescu 1994, 23). Finally he joins the 
Romanian socialist movement, because of his 
problems. In fact he considers himself a “socialist” 
(Comarnescu, 1994, 41). But life itself is an 
opportunity. For Comarnescu the delusions of the 
1932-1933 end up with the acquisition of a job. Due 
to a favorable “intervention” of his best friend, 
Anton Golopenţia, he is appointed by Dimitrie 
Gusti, the Public Instruction minister, as inspector 
of the Theaters Department. Far away from a 
happy-end, this job turns into an introspective 
judgment: “I came to work only for the money. 
This kind of work gives me no freedom, no 
imagination stimulus. Mediocrity, middle class life, 
but satisfaction for my living standard” 
(Comarnescu 1994, 108). 
 An illustrative meaningful case is the one 
of Acterian brothers: Haig, Arşavir and Jeni. „A 
rare occurrence in the fortress of letters. Three 
brothers and all of them with writing gift!”, as 
Florin Faifer correctly remarked. Two of the 
Acterian brothers, left us as literary heritage some 
meaningfulness diaries, capable of revival a world, 
a tumult, a hope that all belonged to a young 
generation, a generation exhausted by the daily 
problems and tempted by the political engagement 
perspective. It was the politics that interfered and 
split this generation. The Acterian brothers passed 
through all these, leaded all three by the desire of 
becoming truly intellectuals and scholars. 
 As a law student (1929-1933), Arşavir 
Acterian (1907-1997) is preoccupied to read and 
find everything related to literary and philosophic 
field. Nevertheless, the financial problems cannot 

be ignored. As he prepares to graduate, the 
obsession of gaining the financial independence 
becomes more and more intense: “I want to do 
something. Neither read, nor study. I have no 
money and with no money I am incapable to escape 
my routine. It’s up to me to change my life. Some 
words, certain gestures and I can turn into 
somebody else. Slowly and dreamily I get lost as a 
loser and as an idiot, without doing anything” 
(Acterian A., 2008, 71). The idea returns constantly 
during 1932; the responsibility towards his family 
is also present. In a diary note from 1932, the 7th of 
August Arşavir wrote: ”M. is sad,  unhappy to be a 
girl, unhappy to have no money and no boyfriend. 
She begins to be concerned of hoe she looks.  She is 
still sincere. It has to be very harsh to remain an 
honest girl with no money nowadays. I met Costică 
Fântâneru, who hopes to find a job as a teacher. He 
became so tired because of the lack of money. He 
was going to Mircea Eliade’s place. I joined them 
and we had started to walk here and there, to some 
newspapers editorial offices and to bookshops.” 
(Acterian A 2008, 85). In the 19th of November 
1932, the same idea occurs: “It is very 
embarrassing to have no money, to wait for 
somebody’s help. I am so free, but I don’t know 
what to do to make my days more pleasant.” 
(Acterian A., 2008, 114). He makes no secret that 
his family regarded his studies as an intellectual 
investment. “[…] if I were not indebted to my 
family that really expects something from me, I 
would try to be a wisdom person! […] It’s no 
doubt; I live into a painful spiritual provisory” 
(Acterian A., 2008, 120). The answer to these 
tribulations will come after a few years. Arşavir, 
followed by his brother, Haig, will join the Iron 
Guard, an extremist and xenophobic movement. 
They were not the only ones with such trajectories.  
 Jeni Acterian (1916-1958), younger than 
Arşavir, was an empathic witness of her family 
problems. 16 of October she noted: “The members 
of my brilliant family barely survive to see 
tomorrow. Until when? Till this moment I 
considered myself just a child so these sorts of 
questions have never bothered me. But soon I’ll be 
20 years old and I see with sadness that things go 
from bad to worse. But they still believe there is 
nothing to do, they even don’t try to find a solution. 
In my opinion, I think they fear to face the problem. 
As long the things go on this way, it’s still ok. But, 
if any problem is to come, well, they shall wait this 
disaster to come in order to see this one, too” 
(Acterian J., 2007, 115). The financial problems of 
her family forced Jeni to give up the idea of 
studying math faculty, choosing instead philosophy 
because the taxes were here much lower. She 
admits “there is nothing to do with philosophy” 
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(Acterian J., 2007, 125). Anyway, she doesn’t stop 
to note everything unusual around here. She cannot 
avoid writing about the students’ sadness and 
pessimism and about the suicide perspective that 
gains more adherents. But from her close friends 
only Emil Cioran seems to suffer authentically. His 
pessimism is so intense, that “all world’s loves and 
fortunes cannot succeed to cure him of this 
sufferance” (Acterian J., 2007, 206-207). Cioran 
was, in Jeni’s acceptance, the man of totally 
authentic living; for all the other ones, these 
tribulations could be reduced to social problems, as 
her brothers did. And, acting like this, they believed 
that politics may give a proper solution. But the 
movement they trusted failed to “make Romania a 
country like the holly sun across sky”. In January 
1941 Haig is arrested; a good opportunity for Jeni 
to reject political extremist ideas and to cultivate 
the intellectuals’ independence politics: “The 
disaster began [for Haig] in the moment he joined 
[the Iron Guard]… Qu’est-ce qu’il cherchait dans 
cétte galère?!!! Maybe he was looking for 
certainty… he thought he may find an answer to all 
his hesitations that never stopped to worry him: fear 
of death, fear of life… of failure… Why cannot 
people remain lucid for long time? Some of them 
must be at the point of desperation and then they 
choose to believe in everything, no matter what that 
belief might be. Faith? Certainty? Adventure? Such 
a misfortune!”  (note from 1941, the 21st of March) 
(Acterian J. 2007, 335).  
 A last but not least proof of such an intense 
feeling of failure related to socio-financial troubles 
comes from Camil Petrescu. He suddenly came to 
maturity because of the war experience (where he 
lost the hearing to the left ear), the failure 
perspective appears as dramatic as no one else. This 
should be an explanation for the frequency of the 
idea of suicide that appears in his diary. Also, this 
idea is transferred to his novel characters, maybe in 
order to exorcise this sort of feelings. An excerpt of 
his diary is sufficient to reveal this state of mind: 
“28th of June 1931: I can no longer expect to 
anything. In a country, where people let themselves 
led by the caprice of their bestiality, I must stop 
hoping for anything good to occur. I feel expelled 
from all life possibilities. […] Here, where 
everything is arranged in a whisper, I cannot but 
remain absent. I cannot ask for a public job. I 
cannot live with my writing: my theater pieces are 
not performed; the novel brought me almost as a 
copyist job. Journalism is not an alternative. 
But, at all, is it necessary to keep living? […] At 
least I promise myself I shall not kill myself until I 
finish writing out my philosophical papers.  
Isn’t it curios how  terrified was I last winter by the 
death perspective while I was ill, and how 

reconciling am I at this very moment about suicide 
thought?” (Petrescu, 2008, 26). 
 
Instead of conclusions. In the intimacy of some 
crushed consciousness 
This short excurse through the appeal to media and 
diaries revealed enough arguments to further 
continue such a demarche. The intellectual – 
although it may sound more journalistic and less 
scientific – was indeed a problem for the Romanian 
society during interwar period. Of course, history 
intends not to accuse, nor to excuse. Its role is to 
explain. And in order to do this a final clarification 
is imposed. Institutionally speaking, we must admit 
it was the political elite fault, elite that believed that 
trough institutional development of the Romanian 
educational system the state could reach the goal of 
a harmonious communitarian development. 
Unfortunately, this sort of prognosis was fallacies. 
In fact, in Romania meritocracy failed to become a 
social selector; it became rather a source of social 
dissolution. It is the young generation that tried to 
find an alternative, and this one will be 
Romaniancracy, the foundation for the extremist 
political movements, like The Iron Guard leaded by 
Corneliu Zelea Codreanu. That’s the reason why 
Romanian youth radicalization may be interpreted 
as a failure of Romanian meritocratic model, the 
theory of social inequality of Pierre Bourdieu being 
a support of this hypothesis. In short, their social 
development is blocked or impossible to be 
sustained by the Romanian state. It should be stated 
that the Romanian society, an agrarian one, didn’t 
need such a great number of high qualified jobs. 
We should remind that, first of all, the university 
mission is that of providing this kind of 
‘professions’. If the western economies, that 
increased the development of the services sector, 
truly needed high qualified professionals, it was not 
the case for the Romanian economy.  This is the 
reason why certain Romanian scholars worried that 
educational opportunities were expanding faster 
than appropriate jobs, creating a malcontented 
intellectual proletariat, detached by their education 
from their traditional status but unable to maintain 
the standard of living they believed they deserved. 
From this point of view, with few exceptions, these 
young people are descendants of poor families who 
came from the peripheral areas of Romania (the 
United Provinces in 1918) and those who will 
constitute the bulk of the Iron Guard recruits: 
students, doctors, priests, intellectuals and even 
academics. With cultural horizons collapsed by 
daily problems, the Romanian youth thought to 
reinvent socially by appealing totalitarianism. This 
analysis may explain – partially, of course – the 
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political radical acceleration through the daily 
frustrations intensity.  
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The Other Side of Surrealism Gellu Naum’s Minor Work 
 
 

G a b r i e l a    G L Ă V A N
1 

 
Abstract. ”The last surrealist”, as he was admiringly named by critics, Gellu Naum was a unique 

presence both in the interwar and post-war Romanian culture. A genuine surrealist, he was acquainted with the 
avant-garde movement while he was in Paris, when he met Breton and the French Surrealists. Naum stayed true 
to his literary beliefs even during the hard times of communism, when socialist realism was the norm in 
Romanian literature. The present article aims to investigate a less frequented area of this author’s work, namely 
his writings for children and, particularly, The Book of Apolodor. Starting from the perspective of Naum’s work 
as an organic whole, I’ll try to investigate an interesting situation: although successful with a large, diverse 
public, this text has not benefited from solid critical attention, in spite of its literary value. The minor place of 
children’s literature in the literary canon is mirrored by the minor place of this particular text in the work of a 
major writer of modern Romanian culture.  

 
Keywords: Surrealism, avant-garde, communism, children’s literature, minor work 
 

Rezumat. ”Ultimul suprarealist”, cum a fost considerat, admirativ, de către critici, Gellu Naum a fost o 
prezenţă aparte în spaţiul cultural românesc din perioada interbelică, dar şi încea postbelică. Adept convins al 
suprarealismului, asimilat direct de la grupul parizian a lui Breton, Naum a rămas fidel concepţiilor sale despre 
literatură chiar şi în timpuri vitrege, când realismul socialist devenise normă în cultura română. Prezentul articol 
îşi propune să investigheze o zonă mai puţin frecventată din opera scriitorului, literatura pentru copii şi Cartea 
cu Apolodor. Plecând de la premisa structurii organice a universului creaţiei lui Naum, vom încerca să analizăm 
o stare de fapt interesantă: acest text, apreciat de către un public foarte vast, nu a beneficiat de abordări critice 
solide, în ciuda calităţilor sale literare evidente. Statutului minor al literaturii pentru copii în cadrul canonului 
literar îi corespunde acelaşi statut minor, al acestui text particular, în cadrul operei unui autor exemplar al 
culturii moderne româneşti.  

 
Cuvinte-cheie: suprarealism, avangardă, comunism, literatura pentru copii, operă minoră 
 

*
In1 1935, aged 20, Gellu Naum meets painter 

Victor Brauner, who introduced him to Surrealism. 
Their encounter is a tale about an almost surreal 
intersection of two kindred spirits. This friendship, 
prompted by their similar interests in modern art 
and real mutual admiration, would last a lifetime, 
although the two parted ways when Brauner later 
left for France and Naum stayed in Romania. In 
1936, Naum was encouraged by Brauner to go to 
Sorbonne, in Paris, to study Philosophy, and Naum 
did so, even if for a short time. That interval was 
cardinal in Naum’s career due to a most significant 
encounter: in 1938, Gellu Naum met Breton and the 
Parisian Surrealist group, an event that would 
mould Naum’s literary vision and leave a strong 
mark on his poetic evolution. In 1941, after one 
year spent on the front as a combatant in WWII and 
some severe traumatic experiences, Naum returned 
to Bucharest and founded the Romanian Surrealist 
group, together with Gherasim Luca, Paul Păun, 
Dolfi Trost and Virgil Teodorescu. 
                                                 
1 University Lecturer, Gabriela Glăvan, West University 
in Timişoara - Faculty of Letters, History and Theology, 
e-mail: gabrielleglavan@gmail.com 

There is no valid analysis of Romanian 
Surrealism that fails to mention Gellu Naum as the 
leader of the historical avant-garde movement in 
Romania, and, more significantly, he is considered 
to be “the last of the Surrealists” (Blyth 2007), 
given the fact that he remained faithful to the 
Surrealist credo until his death. Critics were aware 
of the complex web of signs and subjective 
meanings that lie at the core of his writing (Popescu 
2000, 2004; Pop 2001) and of his strong ties to a 
dreamlike perception of inner life. Still, there is a 
hiatus in his literary career that is worth 
investigating from a different perspective than the 
currently accepted one – his activity as a writer of 
children’s literature, and, more famously, of the 
epic poem The Book of Apolodor. The question is 
whether Naum wrote children’s literature because it 
was a “safe” area, where censorship would not 
interfere so brutally, or because this genre is 
somehow connected to the avant-garde and its 
aesthetics. 
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 ”I don’t do Surrealism. I am a Surrealist.” 
Until he wrote Apolodor, in 1959, Naum had 

seen both the high of the second wave of Surrealist 
fervor and the low of censorship and political 
opression. Modern art, in all its variety, was 
replaced by socialist realism and the new anti-
bourgeois proletarian aesthetics, imposed by the 
communist regime of Gheorge Gheorghiu-Dej. 
Naum was prevented from publishing and what he 
did publish was disconsidered by the official critics 
of the time. A close look at Naum’s work in the 
first years of communism (Ungureanu 2011) can 
reveal the struggle to maintain the high voltage of 
the Suurealist poetic act and, at the same time, the 
poet’s need to develop his own paths in literary 
history.  Gellu Naum’s debut volume of poetry, The 
Incendiary Traveller (1936) was followed by no 
less than nine subsequent publications, ranging 
from poetry and prose to manifestoes. After 1947, 
Naum’s attempts to write according to the official 
demand for clarity and direct textual 
comprehesiblitity had failed and his marginal status 
in the cultural milieu of the `50s in Romania started 
to become a reality.  

While he resumed his Surrealist writing in 
1968, when he published Surrealist poetry under the 
title Athanor, it is relevant to notice that Naum’s 
marginality in the literary world during communism 
is echoed by the marginality of his books for 
children in the greater frame of his work.   During 
those hard times, Naum lived the  life of an 
outsider, taught Philosophy, translated Western 
literature into Romanian (Diderot, Stendhal, Hugo, 
Dumas, Jules Verne, Prévert, Kafka, Beckett, 
among others), and wrote children’s books -  That’s 
How Sanda Is (1956), The Greatest Gulliver 
(1958), The Book of Apolodor (1958), The Second 
Book of Apolodor (1964).  

Meanwhile, he spent a lot of time in the 
countryside with his wife and muse, Lygia, in the 
village of Comana, where they owned a house and 
several cats, was visited by friends and admirers 
and continued to write. In 1958, he was awarded 
the first significant prize of his literary career, the 
Romanian Writers’ Union Prize for Children’s 
literature. Many other prizes followed, especially 
after the fall of communism in 1989, when he 
started to be celebrated both in Romania and abroad 
as the last living European Surrealist. 

In fact, Naum is still regarded as „the one 
authentic Surrealist” in Romanian literature 
(Popescu 2000, 125), despite his self - imposed 
marginality. ”I do’t do surrealism, I am a Sur-
realist” he once declared. (Popescu 2000, 137) 
Indeed, Naum prefered an authentic “surrealist” life 
to literary fame and success, he did not betray his 
vision and kept his distance form political 

compromise. It is relevant to note that, of the five 
initial members of the Romanian Surrealist group, 
Naum was the only one to pursue his artistic beliefs 
and write Surrealist literature until the end of his 
life, in 2001: Gherasim Luca fled to France in 1952, 
but, due to the many hardships of poverty in exile, 
he commited suicide forty years after. Paul Păun 
and D. Trost, both exiles as well, died abroad too. 
According to Alistair Blyth, Virgil Teodorescu, 
who became one of the most celebrated poets in 
Communism, later elected member of the 
Romanian Academy, implicitly personifies the 
opposite of Naum’s cultural values. (Blyth 2007, 
22) In those times, (i.e. the first decade of 
communism) “to continue to write surrealist 
Bretonian poetry or poetic fiction is not only to 
defend an aesthetic position, but also a normal 
position, which means to keep literature 
autonomous”. (Ungureanu 201, 375) 

Simona Popescu noted on Naum’s status as 
an outcast in Romanian literature: “...he lived in 
isolation for over forty years in a Communist 
country, where the cultural axis was made of the 
exact literary forms and mentalities the avant-garde 
has always despised. Regarded from the very 
beginning as a bizzare presence, he was one of the 
undesirables both for the literary milieu of the time 
[i.e. impregnated by communist ideas], and for 
newer or older cultural activists.” (Ibid.) 

 
Naum and children’s literature 

If Gellu Naum’s option to cultivate the 
aesthetics of Surrealism in the great majority of his 
writings can be regarded as a sort of idealist fidelity 
to an outdated, historicised avant-garde movement, 
as observed before, Naum was, for a short interval, 
active in another marginal field of literature – 
children’s literature. 

Before approaching The Book of Apolodor, it 
is relevant to notice that children’s literature, 
despite its popular success, is still regarded as a 
“parasite domain”, an “inauthentic mode of 
writing” and an “unevaluable aesthetic product”. 
(Rogojinaru 2000, 213) A history of children’s 
literature in Romania could reveal the aesthetic 
value of a genre that not only educates the young, 
but possesses, inherently, its own canon, 
masterpieces, a classic core and its modern variants. 
It is also relevant to point out that there is very little 
scholarship concerning children’s literature in the 
Romanian academic space even though modern 
writers, such as Eugène Ionesco and Gellu Naum 
wrote literature for children, in addition to some 
cardinal texts of the modern canon. Ionesco’s best 
known book for children Stories 1,2,3,4 was 
reprinted in 2012 for the first time since the `70s, 
with Etienne Delessert’s vivid illustrations. It 
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should be mentioned, as well, that Ionesco’s 
1931debut book was Elegies for Small Beings, a 
book of poetry that has had a similar fate as Naum’s 
Apolodor: although aware of its existence, critics 
tend to ignore it, or, at most, consider it minor or 
unworthy of scholarly analysis.  

In the particular case of Gellu Naum’s books 
for children, the situation deserves some critical 
attention. His “major” work has been accuratelly 
mapped and dissected by reputed critics, yet the 
books for children were largely neglected. Is, for 
instance, The Book of Apolodor, Naum’s best 
known and appreciated text for children, an 
insignificant part of his poetic oeuvre? Is Naum a 
better surrealist poet than he is a writer of 
children’s books? Could this text be read in the 
context of Naum’s “silence” as a surrealist author, 
in the 1947-1968 interval?  

These questions could be answered in various 
ways, but the first step towards that should be a 
contextual approach. From a certain perspective, 
Naum’s option to write children’s literature can be 
understood as a rejection of political interference in 
culture, particularly in literature. The writer had 
been through some rough times in the `50’s, he had 
not been able to embrace socialist realism (although 
he did write a few texts in that manner), he was 
prevented from publishing new material and his 
activity as a translator, although culturally 
significant, was not very engaging creatively. I 
believe it would be a far stretch to interpret this 
poem politically, i.e. a text that “shows him ready 
to retreat from the operation of building the best 
world possible.” (Ungureanu 2011) Naum might 
have seen infancy and childhood as a time of 
innocence and limitless potential (as many avant-
garde artists did), but Apolodor was rather an 
appendix to his surrealist poetics than a means of 
resistance or political opposition.  

A new question can be raised – is there a 
valid connection between Naum’s work as a 
Surrealist and this rather tarditionally rhymed 
poem? Does the text bear the auctorial trademarks 
of linguistic innovation and poetic effervescence? 
Does it stand apart in the context of Romanian 
children’s literature? 

Before any of these questions can be 
answered, it is important to present some relavant 
data concerning the text, its structure, themes and 
heroes.    

The Book of Apolodor is an illustrated poem 
depicting the adventures of Apolodor, a penguin 
singing in the choir at the Bucharest Mayfair, in 
Romania. It was Gellu Naum’s most successful 
book for children and is considered by some a 
masterpiece of the genre in Romanian literature 
(Cândroveanu 1988, 273).  

A small Odyssey   
The Book of Apolodor relies on the Homeric 

pattern of an odyssey centered on a nostalgic hero – 
one day Apolodor remembers his roots, is 
overcome by tears and sadness, he misses his 
familiy from Labrador, his ”brothers”. His animal 
friends at the circus unsuccessfully try to console 
him; therefore, Apolodor starts a journey around the 
world to find his family. Naum strongly believed in 
cultural roots and backgrounds, in the “seriousness” 
of avant-garde protest and radi-calism, as it was 
founded on a solid cultural background. (Popescu 
2000, 132) The Homer connection is, indeed, a 
common literary theme that can be encountered 
throughout the ages and genres, but, it is not 
without importance to note that the poem heavily 
relies on the theme of nostalgia as the trigger of the 
hero’s journey. 

A recent translation of the poem in English 
(M.A. Christi 2009) managed to preserve the 
modern fairytale aura of the story and, even more, 
Apolodor’s  elegiac repetition „mi-e dor, mi-e dor” 
is assumed as the penguin’s own dialect – he 
”meadours”, an invented verb that keeps the 
original sound of the Romanian ”mi-e dor”.  
 
“Once upon a time, of yore, 
there lived a penguin: born offshore 
more exactly, in Labrador), 
at Bucharest Mayfair’d labor. 
 
“What was his name?” “Apollodor!” 

“What did he do?” “Sang in a corps, 
full time job, as a tenor - 
an animator, a bit of an actor 
on the ice rink.” He’d plump for 
jugglers and clowns, as a chore. 
Chubby tum, tails and (what’s more) 
sleek and prim and charms galore... 
that’s our chick, Apollodor! 
 
Well... one day, sad Apollodor 
(knowing they’d hear and abhor) 
said: “You know I’m all for 
acting tenor in a fair corps... 
but I sooo miss my life of yore 
(in Penguin: meeaDuor! meeaDuor!) 
dallying with brothers I adore... 
on the North Pole’s frosty floe floor...” 
 
And he meaduored, Apollodor.” (Christi 2009) 
 

What follows is a string odd adventure 
prompted by storms, shipwrecks, accidents, various 
foes and villains, all overcome courageously by the 
tenacious Apolodor. When he reaches Labrador, in 
the first stages of his trip around the world,   
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Apolodor discovers there are no penguins on the 
Northern shore, because   he had been born on a 
family trip to Laboardor, so he heads for the South 
Pole. This voyage to the end of the world is not 
without dangers or surprises. It encompasses a vast 
range of experiences the hero must face, in oreder 
to earn his right to find peace at home, with his 
family and friends. In short, his trip takes him to 
Alaska, Labrador, Africa, Mozambic, Madagascar, 
Tibet, India, a Pacific Island, California, Saint 
Louis, New Orleans, the Carribean, Ecuador, 
Uruguay, and Antarctica. 

The poem is stylistically adapted to the norms 
of children’s literature, and, as can be easily seen, 
Apolodor does not bear the mark of Naum’s heavy 
surrealism; it is a unique, autonomous work in his 
oeuvre.  It does not display the “symptoms” of 
surrealist literature openly, nor does it rely on the 
modernist syntax of avant-garde literature. The 
story has, nevertheless, a surrealist air, given its fast 
pace an ever-changing settings, the strange 
creatures Apolodor meets and the often bizzare 
circumstances he finds himself in. The unusual 
imagery is revealed through fresh, yet traditional 
rhyme, but the authenticity of Naum’s vision lies in 
the hero’s relations to other characters and in his 
innocent view of the world.  

There is, in fact, a quite interesting con-
nection between Naum’s work as a Surrealist poet 
and his involvement in children’s literature – their 
common ground of freedom and imagination, purity 
and freshness of language, and, particularly 
important, the graphic artistic connection – the first 
edition of Apolodor was illustrated by Jules 
Perahim, a Surrealist painter. 

To answer an earlier question, Apolodor does 
not mark a breech in Naum’s avant-garde work, 
since the infantile universe has been repeatedly 
considered a territory of all possi-bilities (Malevich 
even called his Black Square painting a ”regal 
infant”), and the Surrealist view on the purity of 
irrational language establishes a strong connection 
to infantile speech. In fact, it is not surprising that 
an author so interested in the mechanisms of the 
irrational and fantasy would explore the rich 
resources of children’s literature. 

Perahim’s work for Apolodor is rather 
abstract and cold, the colors are dull, and the 
perspective is not children-friendly. From a strict 
Surrealist perspective, it was a success, but, when it 
was reprinted, the book was illustrated by N. 
Bobilescu, then by Dan Stanciu. The new drawings, 
colorful and cartoonish, rendered the message of 
the poem on a sweeter note.  

A tale of adventures, Apolodor spoke of an 
open, diverse and dynamic world in a time when 
Romania was a ”closed”, isolated space in the 

Eastern Bloc. Naum’s penguin travelled around the 
world while Romanians could only dream of the 
diverse beauty out there, far away. Children’s 
books had no subversive value given the public 
they were written for. Apolodor has not been 
directly interpreted from a political angle, since it 
was perceived more as a tale about one’s necessary 
search of his/her real self and the value of 
friendship and solidarity. The obvious educa-tional 
purpose overshadows potential underlying political 
meanings, but it is ironic that children would learn 
of cultural and geographic diversity while there was 
little hope they would experience them themselves. 

Apolodor’s voyage involves a vision of the  
world  in cultural  stereotypes  - The U.S., for 
example, traditionally associated with capitalism 
and regarded as the prototype of anti-communist 
ideals is depicted anachronically:  the cowboy, the 
bandit, the sailor are generic inhabitants of a space 
that is very much similar to 19th century America, 
while Apolodor was a 20th century hero. It was a 
safe representation, one that would not raise 
questions regarding the kind of proletarian 
education the young generation was exposed to.   
”Closed nostalgia” 
     Once he reaches Antarctica, Apolodor is 
reunited with his family, but starts missing his 
friends from the Bucharest Mayfair. Again, there is 
no cure for his longing, although friends and family 
try to console him with kind words and gifts:  
 
On the floe of Gulf Terror 
he sighed and sobbed, Apollodor, 
while Dad, Apollodorell, 
and Uncle, Apollodorini, 
and tenors and all tenorini 
crowded him over like pest, 
flew fish at him, gave him no rest... 
“Have this babe, there’s plenty more!” 
“Can have them all, we love you best!” 
“You mope no more, Apollodor!” 
Sighed and sobbed, Apollodor: 
 
“I wish I was in Bucharest!” 
 
Granpa, Apollodorin 
(remember? the wise penguin) 
thought a bit, jerked up his chin 
then firmly croaked: “OK. You win. 
 
I know what’s like to sit on a pin,  
I know what’s like to toss and spin, 
fry alive eaten with unrest. 
Much better leave for Bucharest!” 
 
And he was off, Apollodor. (Christi 2009) 
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Apolodor must, once again, travel across the 
globe to return to his Ithaca, the place where he 
belongs, where he can resume his singing as a 
tenor.  The cliché there’s no place like home was, in 
Romanian communism, a politically oriented 
formula, even if the degree of ideology involved in 
children’s literature is quite low. Politics aside, 
Apolodor is a genuine Ulysses, as he must return to 
where his journey had started.    

Ever since...on the circus floor 
you can find Apollodor... 
In Mayfair Mart does not labor, 
nor on their skating rink, no more. 
He moved out. Whatever for? 
 
Told you what: a different circus! 
Piece of cake finding the place, ’cause 
it’s dear Bucharest State Circus. 
 
There he labors. As a tenor. 
 
One more thing I still ignore: 
WHAT does he SING, Apollodor? (ibid.) 

According to Vladimir Jankélévitch, there is 
a “zero degree of nostalgia, when repatriation 
annuls expatriation restlos-ly” ( Jankélévitch, 1998, 
255) meaning that the nostalgic hero finds his peace 
once he reaches home or the place he has been 
longing for. This is a form of “closed nostalgia”, in 
Jankélévitch’s formulation, as opposed to “open 
nostalgia”, when the hero’s return does not put an 
end to his longing. Naum’s hero is a higly diluted 
version of the original nostalgic wanderer, 
Odysseus, but the happy ending of a children’s 
book can also establish a valid cultural connection 
to a solid tradition.  

The success of The Book of Apolodor  
remains singular in Naum’s work for children, since 
his other writings, although reprinted over the 
years, are nowhere close to the popularity of the 
Travelling Penguin. The musical adaptation of 
Apolodor’s adventures (Milea, 2003) has been 
received with great enthusiasm by a large public of 
all ages. Folk-jazz singer Ada Milea relies, in her 
musical version of the story, on the lyrical 
excellence of Naum’s poetry and on her singular, 
outstanding talent. Apolodor on music gave 
Naum’s poem a new, contemporary dimension and 
a modern, unconventional vibe.  
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The Cartographies of the Holocaust in Literature 
 
 

M a r i a    M U R Ă R E S C U
1 

 
Abstract. The present thesis aims to trace in a few texts the significance of several spaces which are at the 

borders between testimony and literature and which have acquired a special status, because of the Holocaust. I 
am trying to analyze what a certain location really meant during the Holocaust: the town, the fair, the ghetto, the 
camp, and the “nowhere” after the liberation, when the Jewish prisoners did not have who or where to go to.  
 If in the past or nowadays the places taken into account here did not have or do not have a special 
meaning for the ones who have not survied or for the ones who thanks to the Heavens have managed to survive 
and testify for the living and dead ones, these spaces get a special value and become the parents of their beings. 
Some of them are enlisted in the universal literature today, as places of commemoration while others only 
remain as spaces of torment for a personal history.  
 
Keywords: Holocaust, deportation, the literature of traumas, testimony, camp, ghetto 
 

Rezumat. Lucrarea de faţă îţi propune să urmărească prin câteva texte, aflate la graniţa dintre mărturie şi 
literatură, semnificaţia unor spaţii, care odată cu Holocaustul au dobândit un statut special. Caut să analizez ce a 
însemnat ca formă de locuire în timpul Holocaustului: oraşul, târgul de provincie, ghetoul, lagărul şi „nicăieriul” 
de după eliberare, când prizonierii evrei nu au mai avut la cine sau unde se duce. 

Dacă în trecut sau astăzi locurile alese spre discuţie nu au avut sau nu au o însemnătate deosebită, pentru 
cei care nu au supravieţuit şi pentru cei care datorită Cerului au reuşi să supravieţuiască şi să depună mărturie 
pentru cei vii şi pentru cei morţi, aceste spaţii se încarcă cu o valoare specială, devin părţii ale fiinţei lor. Unele 
dintre ele se înscriu azi în istoria universală ca locuri ale comemorării, iar altele rămân numai ca spaţiu de 
zbucium al unei istorii personale. 

 
Cuvinte cheie : Holocaust, deportare, literatura traumei, mărturie, lagăr, ghetou 
 

*
Introduction 

Auschwitz,1 Belzec, Belsen, Birkenau, 
Buchenwald, Chelmno, Drancy, Dachau, 
Majdanek, Mauthausen, Sobibor, Ravensbruk, 
Treblinka, Theresienstand – all these places become 
metaphors for distress and pain. James Joung 
considers that the Holocaust becomes an archetype2 
by which and to which new disasters are measured, 
even if it is wrong, we often use metaphor. These 
metaphors are discovered to being dangerous in 
representing the Holocaust “Jews are not metaphors 
– not for poets, not for novelists, not for 
theologians, not for murders, and never for 
antisemites,” writes Cynthia Ozick in A Liberal’s 
Auschwitz.  

The toponyms of horrors represent the images 
of the places that are connected to Holocaust: the 
city, the ghetto, the camp and the nowhere after the 
liberation.  

                                                 
1 Postgraduate, West University Timişoara, 
e-mail: murarescu_maria@yahoo.com  
2 See James E. Young, Writing and Rewriting the 
Holocaust, Narrative and the consequences of 
Interpretation (1988), Indiana University Press, 
Bloomington and Indianapolis. 
 

 The town. The fair 
By taking them one by one, we notice that the 

hometown is represented as a protective space 
wherefrom the Jew is excluded step by step by 
enforcing the racist law. The great city (Paris, 
Berlin, Vien, Budapest) differs from the small town 
(especially the Ardeal, the Bucovina, the Hungarian 
boroughs). In the small the people know each other 
here; the Jews have small businesses, which help 
their countrymen. The youth goes to Romanian 
schools. Their religious lives and their dogmas are 
respected. The elders know how to talk to God. In 
Heidi Freid’ books the Sighet town is described, a 
town where she grew up and precious memories 
bind her to it: “I am growing up in Sighet, a small 
town from Transylvania, Romania, a mixture of 
ethnic groups, where the majority speaks 
Hungarian. In the beginning, the region belonged to 
the Austrian – Hungarian Empire and has become a 
Romanian territory after the peace treaty from 
Versailles in 1918… The majority of the 
inhabitants, including my parents speak Hungarian 
as their mother tongue. Hence, Hungarian is also 
my mother tongue too and my knowledge of 
Romanian was picked up from the streets, 
especially from the peasants’ boys, in the summers 
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that I spent in the countryside”. (Freid 2004, 18) 
Everything is well up to the moment of the racist 
law, which according to the writer’s testimony is 
severely obeyed; the beloved city now becomes the 
space where her live change, even if she is the 
same, her family it is the same. She cannot go to 
school, she cannot go on the main street, she cannot 
shop, suddenly her small town is not a friend, a 
place where she suffer, she cannot hide, her 
Jewishness becomes more evident. In the opposite, 
Hélèn Berr testifies in her Journal that she can hide 
her Jewishness, and for a period of time she can 
live o normal life. It is not the unique case. 

Danilo Kiš’s universe from Suferinţe timpurii 
(Early Sorrows: For Children and Sensitive 
Readers) is without outlined borders, a small 
borough, where everything is under the sign of the 
fabulous and of melancholy. Fabulous, because the 
narrator imagines himself as a child, being 
melancholic because a split occurs from the father’s 
figure, which the child character tries to seal among 
various objects: “I was going up in the train with 
our shabby luggage, dragging after us the tent of 
our wandering, the pathetic savings of my 
childhood. Our eternal suitcase, now already 
shriveled and with rusty locks, which kept on 
opening with a deaf sound, similar to the old 
pistols, has survived the flood, alone and 
abandoned as a coffin. Now there lay, as in an urn, 
the sad remnants of my father, his ashes: his 
photographs and his documents. There are also his 
birth certificate and the graduation diploma, that 
incredible Torah, written with a caligraphy from 
ancient times, almost mythical, precious memories 
of a dead poet, the historical archives of his agony, 
copies after the court decisions, papers from the 
brushes factory from Sabota (which he has led to 
ruin), edicts, decisions appointments, promotions as 
head of the stations, then two of his letters – the Big 
and the Small Testament, as well as the discharge 
ticket from the Kovin hospital…what could have 
driven me to hide this amazing archives on the 
bottom of our suitcase, without my mother’s 
notice? Undoubtely, the precocious conscience that 
this fortune would be the only inheritance of my 
childhood, the only material proof that I have once 
existed and that my father has also existed in his 
turn. Because without all these documents and 
photos, today I would be certainly convinced that 
nothing from these has existed and that everything 
is a mere invented story that I dreamed and that I 
have told myself as to alleviate my suffering. The 
face of my father would erase itself from my 
memory, just as so many others and when I stretch 
my hand, I would only touch the void. I would 
believe that I have dreamed.” (Kiš 2008, 138) I 
have chosen this long quotation because it becomes 

the leit motif of the testimonies. The testimony 
remains the form through which the survivors prove 
that they have existed. 

The objects get a spiritual utility in the stories 
from Suferinţe timpurii (Early Sorrows: For 
Children and Sensitive Readers). The luggage with 
feathers becomes a testimony of historical 
existence: “Because those shabby quills were the 
symbol of our childhood and of its love towards us, 
the memories of those idyllic evening hours, when 
it wrapped us, by folding the quills inside- then, 
still new and folded in cambric- at our backs and 
feet, beating them easily with our palms, as a yeast 
dough, from which only our curly heads and the red 
tips of our noses were seen ……” (Kiš 2008, 146)  
The nowhere from before is the space of our 
wanderings. They were happy that they had chances 
of survival, but in the same time they were unhappy 
that they did not have a self and a home. The 
spiritual utility is related to the need to build 
yourself and the identity in a material way, in this 
case small trinkets that bind you to the past. In 
several witnesses, survivors testify that they needed 
to keep one small object from home, because this 
object makes them feel human beings. 

The volume Pentru toate păcatele (For Every 
Sins) and Povestea unei vieţii (The Story of a Life: 
A Memoir) by Aharon Appelfeld show us how the 
two feelings mixed, or how the author perceives 
them through remembrance at the present moment. 
Both books approach a limited experience on 
several fronts: memory, oblivion, the chaos of 
perception, inability in contrast with the aspiration 
to a full life. Each chapter is a victorious fight with 
memory. Aharon Appelfeld is aware of the 
unfaithfullness of memory especially since each 
memory represents a painful wound of a loss: firstly 
the mother, then the childhood, step by step the 
language and finally the identity. The rewriting of 
the past event is also a meaning of understanding 
and consolidation through the word, as a way of 
creating an identity. “The memory and the 
imagination run together sometimes. In all of the 
years of secrets they seem to compete with one 
another. The memory was real, substantial even. 
The imagination had wings. The memory lured me 
towards the unknown; the imagination spread its 
wings towards the unknown. The memory was 
always laying traquility and charm upon me. The 
imagination tormented me and eventually it 
depressed me.” (Appelfeld 2007, 6) The 
imagination is joined to the oblivion; the amnesia is 
established on the grounds of attempting to 
consolidate a present far from the past, in the same 
way as the ones near him tried to do. When he 
reached Palestine, he felt very alone. Actually, 
Povestea unei vieţii  is firstly a book about 
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loneliness and the hope to find the road to the lost 
dear ones from the past. A constant presence in 
Appelfel’s books is the mother. The face of the 
mother is associated with the solar world before the 
war. As Primo Levi, Appelfel does not ask 
questions and does not give answers in his writings. 
His books belongs only to him, it is his struggle to 
remember: “I say: <I don’t remember>, still I 
remember thousands of details. Sometimes, only 
the smell of a certain dish or the humidity from my 
shoes, or an unexpected noise are enough to bring 
me back to the war time and then it seems that it is 
not over yet, but it continues without my knowing 
of it. Now, it is very clear that since it started, it has 
actually never been interrupted.” (Appelfeld 2007, 
116) 

The effort to bring memory into the 
discussion is also subjected to questions. The words 
are far from feelings, and Appelfeld testifies that 
even if he wrote more than twenty books about the 
events around and after the Second World War, in 
his memory there lay many memories which have 
not come out and somewhat he is afraid of them. 

Perhaps, one of the most brutal memories is 
the one connected to his mother’s death, nowhere 
mentioned, but only suggested. The words are 
weak, they send to diminished realities. The fiercer 
is their power, the less significance the words have: 
“The war is a greenhouse for obedience and silence. 
The hunger for bread, the thirst for water and the 
fear of death make the words useless. Actually, they 
are not even necessary. In the ghetto and in the 
camp, only the ones who went crazy could talk, 
they were explaining and trying to convince 
someone. The sane people did not talk. The distrust 
towards words was gotten in those years. A verbal 
flow wakes suspicions. I prefer stammering as I 
hear in it conflicts, anxiety and the effort to purify 
words, the wish to give something from oneself. 
The polished, flowing sentences awake a sensation 
of uncleanness, of order which tries to cover a 
weakness.” (Appelfeld 2007, 132)  The tragedy 
falls into the ridiculous and it is explained by the 
emptiness of the words, but the necessity to testify, 
to explain, to carry on the memory of the events 
and of the people is a duty. Thus, Margarete Buber-
Neumann explains herself the wish to write a book 
dedicated to her friend Milena Jásenka, the 
necessity to let the the image of this woman to the 
future, who in the minimality of her gestures was an 
example of strong moral behaviour.  

Aharon Appelfeld explains how the 
depositions are enforced after the war: “Only after 
the war, the words reappeared. The people started 
questioning and wondering themselves again, while 
the ones who have not been there asked for 
clarifications. These were pathetic and ridiculous, 

but the necessity to explain and to comment upon 
them is so deeply rooted in us that even if you 
realize how convincing your explanations seem to 
be, you cannot stop from giving them. Of course, 
these attempts were an effort of coming back to a 
normal personal life, but unfortunately the effort 
was ridiculous. The words did not have the power 
to oppose the great catastrophies: they are weak, 
pitiful and easily to be distorted.” (Appelfeld 2007, 
134)  

The self – reflexive Appelfeld clearly 
examines the formula of writing about what had 
happened in the memorialistic literature of the 50’s, 
where the war becomes the main character of the 
narratives. The testimony closes “an enormous 
quantity of pain, but also many cliches and much 
superficiality. The silence during the war and from 
the following period of time seems to have ended in 
an ocean of words.” (Appelfeld 2007, 134) 

He is an immigrant in Israel and has a faith as 
a reminiscient image of a sunny lost childhood: 
“This is the house of God; the people come here to 
feel His presence. Only I do not know how to speak 
to Him. If I could read the prayers’ book, I would 
see His wonders, His mysteries, but for now I have 
to hide so God would not see my foolishness.” 
(Appelfeld 2007, 19) He has a linguistic identity 
split among German, Yiddish, Ruthenian and 
Romanian. Appelfeld feels lost and allienated, 
nothing links him to the youth around him. Hebrew, 
the language which he will learn with seriosity and 
stuborness, is a “step mother” to him, which he will 
hardly accept. Still, despite of all these, it will be 
the language in which he writes his books. But 
inside of him, there is a unique language, from 
which consistency, he preserves the simplicity and 
the poignancy of the images - words in his 
narrative. “These four languages have created a 
new language together, rich in tones, in contrasts, in 
humour and in satire. In this language, there was 
much space for sensations, delicated sentimental 
tones, fantasy and memories. These languages do 
not live in me anymore nowadays, but I feel their 
roots in my soul. Sometimes, a single word is 
enough to see whole pictures as if by magic.” 
(Appelfeld 2007, 139) 

The distancing, towards the youth who are 
the same age with him, is one of the themes of the 
book: Pentru toate păcatele (For Every Sins), 
where Theo tries to find an ideal, by rennouncing to 
the past and by anchoring himself in the present of 
his existence in Israel. He is searching an identity in 
young people, who are similar to him. But, he will 
realize that this thing is impossible. He will always 
find the memory of his parents and of the childhood 
places from Bucovina in his memory but also in his 
imagination.  
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Literature is for Aharon Appelfel the 
statement of his identity. Primo Levi remains a 
Jewish writer of the diaspora, the Italian language, 
his mother tongue is not stolen from him. Appelfeld 
must create a writer’s identitdy in a territory where 
the problem of the Holocaust represents the main 
focus of the existence of the State of Israel. The 
problem of Shoah cannot be dealt with in the same 
terms as in Europe or in America. Appelfeld 
distances himself profoundly from the Jewish 
writers of that period. The best explanation of what 
he is, Appelfeld gives himself: “Towards the end of 
the 50s I have rennounced to the ambition of 
becoming a <Jewish writer> and I have struggled to 
become what I really was: an immigrant, a refugee, 
an adult who still bore the child of the war in 
himself, who had speech problems and who tried to 
narrate something by using a minimum of words. 
The result of this effort is my first book, Smoke, 
which appeared in 1962. The manuscript went from 
an editor to another. Each found a flaw to it: “One 
stated that you do not have the right to describe the 
human weakness creatively, but on the contrary one 
should emphasize the heroism, the supporters, the 
rebellions from the ghetto.” Others considered my 
style to be scanty and poor, inappropriate for the 
norms. Each wanted to correct something, to add, 
or to eliminate something from the text. The real 
qualities were never seen by anyone. Not even I 
was aware of them, more than that I was convinced 
that everything that I was told was true.” (Appelfeld 
2007, 160) 

Appelfeld refuses the title of writer of the 
Holocaust; therefore I have avoided its use too. The 
literature he enforced means truth, the struggle with 
oblivion and with the soul’s pressure under the 
terrors of the evil past, gather all the elements of 
faith: the sobriety, the introspection, the melody 
and the tangency of the inner chains of the soul: “I 
don’t pretend to be a path breaker, a chronicler of 
war, or omniscient. I am bound to the places where 
I have lived and I write about them. I do not feel 
that I write about the past. In its purity, the past is a 
raw material of poor quality for literature. The 
literature is a burning present not in the journalistic 
sense but as hope to bring time to a permanent 
update.” (Appelfeld 2007, 161) Perhaps, this is the 
reason for which literature imposes itself on history, 
it wins the fight with the past much easier and 
brings the limit events to the conscious present of 
the reader, wherefrom the way to action is shorter. 
Literature serves better to its problematization and 
let us hope that it involves the use of the past in 
favor of the present. Applefeld lives in a new 
world, with a new status; he drinks his coffee every 
morning at one of his favourite street terraces in 
Jerusalem. But in his books, even in his latest ones, 

we have the images of his grandparents’ village 
from Bucovina, as we can easily notice in the novel 
Pe neaşteptată dragoste (Love, all of a Sudden). 

If literature help us see the existence in the 
ontological dimension, we understand that 
Appelfeld can trace the lost past by means of 
writing: “Then I have understood clearly that the 
universe that I have left behind: the parents, the 
house, the street, the town, live in me, that 
everything that happens and will happen to me is 
connected to this universe where I went from. From 
the moment I became aware of this, I stopped being 
an orphan who drags misfortunes with him and I 
have become a mature person, able to face the 
world.” (Appelfeld, 2007, 180) In this way, the 
lesson of literature is assimilated by Appelfeld 
through the angle of his own feelings, followed 
then by distancing and placing himself outside of 
the sphere of fiction, altogether by the capacity of 
raising problems without them appearing to be 
theses which should be proven in the name of an 
ideal of justice.  Regarding the complicated aspects 
of the Judean’s crimes context, Appelfeld leaves 
them at the outskirts of his writings. The same as 
Levi, he refrains from accusations and leaves the 
characters to speak in his name: 
“What is curiosly about this?” 
“That we are speaking the language of our 
enemies” 
“Not all the Germans are murderers”, answered 
Theo, to the surprise of his conversation partners. 
“We should avoid generalization. We, in any 
case…” told the man after his astonishment 
lessened “have met only bloody dogs and assassins. 
I have not seen a nice people yet.” (Appelfeld 2000, 
13) 

Still, he acknowledges the impossibility of 
rennouncing to the past as to consolidate a new 
identity, deployed of what you had been before, it is 
a utopia. “<<Let’s build and let’s build ourselves>> 
was decoded as the necessity of destroying the 
memories, of an utter transformation and of a 
complete identification with this plot of land.” 
(Aharon Appelfeld, 2007, 150) The farmers and the 
militants are the social categories of a state, but 
they cannot limit the existence to just that and the 
annihilation of the memory by its clicheing is the 
worst solution that one can choose. In Appelfeld’s 
case the evolution was from an imposed silence to 
being mute and then to finding oneself. This did not 
happen in new structures but by recreating his 
identity through the finding of his lost childhood 
and the figure of his parents.  

From a stylistic point of view, the memoirs 
use the same simplicity of the speech, as the ones 
required by the fictional narrative. The chronology 
obeys the logics of bringing the past into the 
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present and interweaves with the reflections upon 
literature.  
 
The ghetto  

The ghetto is the transitory space to the camp. 
With certainty, each would think that it is the 
purgatory but only if we forget what we are talking 
about, we could afford this irony, as the Jews are 
not there to search for their atonement, they do not 
have the possibility to correct any fault. And this 
happens because of at least two reasons: that they 
do not know their fault and that their situation is 
without any way out. In the ghetto, the Jews 
organize their lives in a manner close to normality, 
even if the conditions are far from the normality.  

A recurring theme in the ghetto, less in the 
camp, is the rebellion as a form of recovering one’s 
dignity, as a reassuring of one’s affiliation to 
humanity. By far the most narratives show the life 
in the ghetto from Warsaw: John Auerbach, 
Grabowski: Transformation, Fuite et autres 
histoires; Wladyslaw Szpilman The Pianist; the 
ghetto from Krakow: Roma Lijocka, L’écriture de 
mon père, based on her own testimonies. (The 
author, Roma Lijocka, is the reality behind the girl 
in the red coat in the book and then in the 
homonymous movie Schindler’s list.) At the core of 
the book, L’écriture de mon père, lies the suspicion 
that the father of the survivor has colaborated with 
the Nazi as he was a kapo. She gets this piece of 
information from a journalist. From here 
beforehand, she sees himself dual and she cannot 
not live with the image of a father- hero and of a 
father-traitor.  

Emmanuel Ribelblum writes in his diary that 
he read the The Invasion by Maxence Van der  
Meerch during his exile in the ghetto and after his 
reading of the book, he compared the period from 
the past with the times he lives in: “The population 
was reduced to slavery and constrained to work in 
the same manner as nowadays.” The reading of this 
books leads to a natural question: “What was done 
to avoid the new regime of the huns in Europe?” 
(Poliakov 2004, p. 150)  

The ghettoization was achieved in Eastern 
Europe and partially in the Soviet Union. Three 
millions of people were isolated in ghettos. In 
Poland, the ghetto from Warsaw was the biggest. 
Ghettos were in: Krakow, Lublin, Random, Lvov, 
Vilna, Bialystok, Kovno, Riga, Czechoslovakia- 
Theresienstandt. Léon Poliakov explains why we 
have this geographical position: “Thus, we see a 
difference reappearing, upon which we have 
already insisted upon, which is expressed through 
behaviour, absolutely essential for understanding 
the Jewish situation. There is (there was, more 
precisely) the Jew from the east,“the real Jew”, 

different in all the aspects from the people among 
whom he lived, owner of a nationality with well- 
defined main features, a real citizen of an imaginary 
country, feeding on the memory of the lost Zion. Its 
survival along the centuries is one of the most 
specific problems of history, to which the facts 
narrated by us give at least a partial key in the 
previous pages. The pale reflection of the man, 
twice rootless, the Jew who was assimilated by the 
west is only a weak echo.” (Poliakov, 2004, 241) 

 
The Camp 

In the order of the evolution of the Jewish 
destiny, the third location is the camp: the working 
camp, the typical camp, and the extermination 
camp. Paradoxically, but not unexplainable: 
Auschwitz became a symbol which did not exist 
immediately after the war. 

The only justification of the camp is the 
submission of the individual. The Nazi camp 
differentiates from the comunist camp because: 
“The Nazi have the same disdain for life in the 
concentration camps, exploiting the forced labour, 
but in the extermination camps the death becomes a 
purpose in itself.” says Aron Raymond in 
Democracy and totalitarianism. 

 From the testimonies results that freedom 
in a camp consists in deciding on taking the right 
attitude. Jean Améry is a comrade with Primo Levi 
at Monowitz and considers that the latter manages 
to keep his self -confidence only because he sees an 
ordinary virtue and not something which is reserved 
for the special persons. It is the duty of the witness 
to testify. The camp and his experience became a 
literary theme. The authors who do not have a 
connection with this serious inheritance of the 
Jewish people approach it in their works too. One 
of the most controversed cases is Martin Amis with 
Săgeata timpului (Time’s Arrow), a book which 
presents, stories, to a great extent, from the book 
The Nazi Doctors, by Jay Lifton, but everything is 
narrated in reverse. The narrative is achieved 
meticulously, even the verbs are replaced at the 
level at which they become antonyms for the ones 
in Jay Lifton’s work. When reading the book, one 
considers it as innovative, being a trick of a sick 
mind. But Amis obtains a book that only takes the 
elements mentioned in all of the other works about 
the Holocaust: the double, the shame, the 
relationship with the reader, the choice to interpret 
the events, the only difference is that the Holocaust 
is “lived” viceversa. The obtained effect is ironical, 
as the cause and the effect become detached one 
from another totally, without any connections and 
the book seems to be a grotesque reinterpretation of 
the Holocaust. But we have to take into account that 
precisely the unspeakable is attempted to be made 
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known by the witnesses. Martin Amis manages to 
capture it. The critics brought to the book are at the 
ethic and at the political level up to the aesthetic 
one. The book is a masterpiece; it is literature and 
submits itself to artistic games. Even if the last 
feature leads to the altruistic image of the 
Holocaust, which becomes possible due to the 
purpose of introducing irony in its discoursive 
form: the doctors from Auschwitz destroy, 
Amis’doctors create: “I would never state that  
Auschwitz-Birkenau-Monowitz was something 
pleasant to watch, or to hear about or to smell or 
taste or touch. There was a general interest among 
my comrades there, but not an enthusiastic one, for 
the great distinction. I can understand that word and 
the whole longing it hides: elegant. But not for its 
distinction have I ended in loving the dusk sky 
above Vistula, red as the hell because of the souls 
that gathered there. To create is easy. And ugly too. 
Hier ist kein warum. Here, there is not a “why?” 
here there is not a “when” nor “how” or “where”. Is 
our purpose supernatural? Let us dream to a human 
race. Let us make people from the weather outside, 
from thunders and lightnings, with gas, with 
electricity, with shit, with fire.”   (Amis 2005, 172) 

Auschwitz as a location was not a known 
place until the Nazi include it in history: “After 
getting out of Krakow, the train goes for almost an 
hour more and stops in a bigger station, on whose 
frontispiece an inscription with Gothic letters 
informs us that the name of the station is 
Auschwitz. That name did not have any 
significance for us. No one had ever heard it, not as 
a railway station, nor in other contexts.” (Miklos 
1971, 10) in order to become “the Jews’place of 
spirituality”:  “Auschwitz stretched around me far 
more than I could see with my eyes, as an 
overturned Vatican. The human life was rended and 
torned appart. But now I was a whole, reunited for a 
supernatural purpose.” (Amis 2005, 166) 

Jorge Semprum3 states that the camp is not 
necessary for knowing the evil, but the experience 
of the camp proves to be crucial, not only for what 
one has experienced there, but also for the fact that 
later on in freedom it invades you and does not let 
you know other kind of life excepting the one 
which is submitted to that universe. The camp 
becomes the experience of the pure evil. 

For each camp in part there are memoirs, 
autobiographies, common volumes of testimonies 
and even novels. Not only that the camps become 
places of horror but also the places where mass 
murders have been commited. Such a place is Babi 

                                                 
3 See: Jorge Semprun, Scrisul sau viaţa (Literature or 
Life), traducere şi prefaţă de Nicolae Baltă, Editura 
Paralela 45, (2004), Piteşti. 

Yar, where thirty thousands of people were 
murdered. This atrocity was comprised in three 
novels: Anatoly Kuznetov, Babi Yar: A Document 
in the Form of a Novel, D.M. Thomas, The White 
Hotel (also translated in Romanian) and Johathan 
Litttell, The Kindly One. In all three of them, the 
testimony of a survivor is included. Only Anatoly 
Kuznetov has a connection with the event. We 
could believe that the last two books are in a 
connection of intertextuality with the former text, 
but their authors confesses that only because they 
were not part of the events, they have done research 
and the first source for them was Dina Pronicheva. 
All the books which deal with the theme of the 
Holocaust comprise traces of a testimony. The 
problem results from the fact that the writings about 
the Holocaust should not be read in the same way 
as other books, because the reader has a different 
feedback. If fiction is a part of the category of 
documentary, there is a great emotional 
involvement of the reader present there. 

Together with the liberation from the camp 
comes the nowhere, the lack of a place. This is a 
period which is characterized through a wandering 
for a couple of years. Everything starts when 
freedom is announced: „He was freed from the 
camp and passed through the gate with the sign 
ARBEIT MECI FREI”, a familiar theme for the 
Holocaust literature. Ida Fink uses it in the 
following story: Noctural Variations on the theme, 
where by taking the modality of construction from 
music, deals with a theme in different variants and 
thus imagines the reactions of the convict in front 
of the gate with the well -known words positioned 
on the gate of each German camp. The liberation 
comes as a mark of ending the war and it is a part 
of its history but Ida Fink illustrates the freedom as 
something that will never be achieved. This is 
stilistically done by repeating the theme in different 
variants. Behind the stylistic artifice there is the 
idea that the prisoner is incapable of overcoming 
the trauma that he had suffered.  

 
Conclusions 

The texts of the survivors, which are at the 
borders between testimony and literature, preserve 
the memory of some places in a form that is 
connected to their Jewish existence in these places. 
Nowadays, in most parts, in the places where the 
Jews have suffered oppressions, there are various 
forms of commemoration. The literary texts about 
the Holocaust, unlike other forms of 
commemoration, maintain a living memory, full of 
human existence, as beyond everything we must see 
the whole picture: the Jew with his life, with his 
traditions, with his history. We must understand 
him as a human being and not only as a survivor. 

https://biblioteca-digitala.ro / https://www.brukenthalmuseum.ro



   

   

 
159 

 

We should know that the ones who have 
dissapeared had an existence. Through this pulse of 
life, literature is distinguished; it is the one which 
rebuilds the images of certain places.  
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During the 20th Century 
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Abstract. This paper aims at revealing how much has changed the painter’s work during the 20th century. 

This aspect is an important one for the aesthetic way of understanding art. The fundamental changes took place 
gradually and generated many other characteristic aspects of the contemporary art. Our work tries to discuss not 
only some of the innovations  in the painter’s creative work but also, some of the consequences of these new 
contributions to the entire way of understanding the contemporary art. Using some relevant examples we will 
try to reveal how these changes generated new options for the artistic material which has become more and 
more diversified covering almost all possible material substances of the reality. In the same time, the changes in 
the process of the painter’s working brought a new vision on the spectator’s participation to this work. We chose 
only a few examples of works of art belonging to some of the contemporary artistic movements. It is evident 
that the list of such examples could be extended. 
 
Keywords: Avant Garde movements, contemporary art, work of art, artistic creative work, “classic” way of 
painting, horizontal painting, art of installations 
 

Rezumat. Această lucrare urmăreşte să prezinte cât de mult s-a transformat lucrul (activitatea) pictorului 
în secolul XX. Acest aspect este important pentru modalitatea estetică de înţelegere a artei. Transformările 
fundamentale s-au desfăşurat treptat şi au generat multe alte aspecte caracteristice ale artei contemporane. 
Lucrarea noastră aduce în atenţie nu numai inovaţiile din lucrul creator al pictorului dar şi unele dintre 
consecinţele acestor noi contribuţii la  întregul mod de gândire al artei contemporane. Folosind exemple 
relevante vom căuta să conturăm modul în care aceste modificări au generat noi opţiuni în alegerea materialului 
artistic care a devenit tot mai divers cuprinzând propriu-zis toate substanţele realităţii. In acelaşi timp, 
modificările referitoare la activitatea creatoare a pictorului au adus o nouă viziune asupra participării 
spectatorului la acest proces creator. Am folosit câteva exemple de opere artistice care aparţin doar unora dintre 
curentele artistice contemporane. Este evident că lista unor asemenea exemple poate fi extinsă. 

 
Cuvinte-cheie: mişcări avangardiste, artă contemporană, operă de artă, proces artistic creator, modalitate 
„clasică” de a picta, pictură orizontală, arta instalaţiilor  
 

*
During1 the 20th century, the artist’s creative 

work has changed dramatically. The Avant Garde 
movements of the first half of the century and all 
that has happened during the post-war period are 
based on passionate debates against the “classic” 
way of painting. We understand by “classic way of 
painting” what was usually inherited from the 
Renaissance times, especially the theory of mimetic 
art based on the representation of reality, following 
Leonardo da Vinci’s formula: painting should be “a 
mirror of reality”.(Tatarkiewicz, 1978, 216). These 
debates of the 20th century artistic thought covered 
all the main aesthetic aspects of painting:   
1. the creative artistic process;   
2. the work of art seen especially on its material 
side and  
3. the contemplative aesthetic experience of the 
public, the spectator. 

                                                 
1 Associate Professor, University of Bucharest, Faculty 
of Philosophy, e-mail: pop.mihaela.a@gmail.com 

In the same time, another main character-
ristic of the contemporary art is an evident active 
interference among arts, either between sculpture 
and painting or between painting and literature, or 
among these arts and music as well. 

All these changes have developed very 
rapidly and included transformations in the way the 
artist’s work was understood, especially the work 
upon the artistic material (medium). In this article 
we will analyze some examples of artists and works 
of art which we consider significant for the subject 
we’ve chosen. 

Pablo Picasso (1881-1973) is considered to 
be the founder of the Cubist movement (Dan 
Grigorescu, 1972, 58-77). He used or the first time, 
in his paintings, what was later on called papiers 
collés and created a technique knew as le collage.. 
In the beginning, Picasso used especially small 
pieces of journal papers (Prut, 2002, 401-402) 
(Fig.1) In the years that followed, Picasso and also 
many other painters, extended their interest to some 
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other materials as: all sort of cartons, metal plates, 
wood plates, metallic wires, strands, ropes, pieces 
of texture, etc. They were included in the painting 
being covered by colors in order to fix them inside. 
Using this technique, paintings got a certain 
thickness. They began to loose their traditional two 
dimensions and got a somehow three-dimensional-
structure. Step by step, these paintings evolved to a 
real three-dimensional concreteness as in the case 
of a series of Picasso’s works representing musical 
instruments. (Fig 2-4, Guitar, Mandolin). Later on, 
he developed his technique by replacing the lines of 
a two-dimensional drawing by material drawing 
lines (metallic wires) as in Fig.5 (Construction) or 
by electric wires which are in fact simple drawings 
projected into three-dimensional spaces (Fig.6 
Light lines). Then, at the beginning of the 50s, 
Picasso explored the idea of creating real 
sculptures, real three-dimensional figures. The 
materials he used were unusual and shocking for 
the “classic” art. They can be placed in the category 
of rubbish, waste materials, already worn out, 
worthless and which were accidentally found. 
Examples: Woman pushing a baby carriage or 
Goat (Fig.7-8). Picasso used for these works of art 
an osier basket, palm leaves, parts of a metal pipe, 
waste pieces of porcelain which he glued in a 
unique assemblage using a mixture of plastered 
cast. He also created The monkey and its baby using 
two of his son’s car toys for the head of the 
monkey.  

The idea of using ready-mades belongs to 
Marcel Duchamp (1887-1968) who imposed such 
objects in the art world as artworks. For example: 
The bicycle wheel, The bottle drier, or his Fountain 
(Fig.9-10). As one can see, the “objects” of these 
works of art are objects produced in an industrial 
manner, objects belonging to the everyday life. 
Duchamp wanted to show that the art can extend its 
significance to the common way of living and 
provoked a long debate on what could be/ could not 
be an object of art. Duchamp is a famous Dadaist 
artist who opened a new period of artistic way of 
thinking characterized by the exploration of all 
sorts of materials in the art world. He rejected the 
“classic” painting which he named retinal art 
(Cassou 1971, vol.I, 217) and considered it to be 
inadequate to express the modern life of the 20th 
century. The breakthrough he generated had 
significant consequences for the art of the entire 
century. He is also considered the spiritual father of 
various innovations especially in the process of 
manufacturing the work of art. His works: The 
Great Glass (Fig.11), Given… (Etant donné…) or 
The box in a suitcase (La boîte en valise) (Fig.12-
13) are in fact assemblages of more than one piece 
of art, especially the third work mentioned above. 

The box in a suitcase contains, in fact, 57 of 
Duchamp’s most famous works, miniaturized and 
carefully placed in a box. Thus, Duchamp made 
possible future ways of artistic creativity as the art 
of installations (assemblages). His works also 
suggest a certain interaction among arts and the use 
of unusual, uncommon materials as metals, 
textures, fabrics, glass, sand, wood, wires, threads, 
ropes, etc. (Hopkins 2000, 37-42). One could say 
that all these materials belong to the every day life, 
to what is ordinary, commonplace, or trivial. They 
impose in this way a new aesthetic category, only 
accidentally explored before: the category of the 
commonplace (Danto 1989, 5-29) which is 
transfigured by the contemporary art. 

The process of creative work becomes the 
main issue in the case of another painter, Jackson 
Pollock (1912-1956). His interest on the working 
process itself was developed later on by a new type 
of artistic behavior – the performance art. This is 
characterized by the act of artistic creative work 
which is performed in front of the public. Thus, the 
public takes part to the action of producing a work 
of art. It is not the final artistic product which is the 
main purpose but the creative work itself, the on-
going process.  

Pollock changed the position of work. 
According to the tradition, the painter used to paint 
standing in front of his easel, a vertical position 
specific to the human condition. As a consequence, 
the easel was placed vertically and the image was 
also vertically painted. On the contrary, Pollock 
placed his painting horizontally, on the floor 
(Fig.14). There is also another impor-tant detail: his 
canvas was usually very large and this supposed 
that, from time to time, the painter really “entered” 
his painting with his entire body. Thus, the process 
of painting included his body too. Pollock also 
replaced the “classic” painting brushes with large 
ones usually used to paint walls of houses. From 
time to time, as he also replaced the classic painting 
colors with acrylic substances he used sticks of 
various sizes to spread colors on the canvas. The 
horizontal position of painting had evidently a great 
influence on the result of the painting itself. The 
work covers the entire surface without having a 
clear order of work as the painter used to abandon 
himself to momentary impulses of his subconscious 
feelings. In fact he used what the Surrealist artists 
named “dictée automatique”. (Kramer 2011, 120-
128) As a significant consequence, the painting has 
no precise coordinates (an upside and a downside, a 
left side and a right side). It is all over painted. 
(Hopkins 2000, 15-37) This technique came to be 
known as all-overness. (Bois and Krauss 1997, 89-
93) (Fig.15) It includes some aspects of a new style 
which was then developed by another artist, Yves 
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Klein  (1928-1962) who used the human body as 
painting brush. He covered the body with colors, 
especially blue and then he pushed the body to 
touch special painting spaces already prepared for 
this (Fig.16). 

We can remark that new artistic ways of work 
were explored: the horizontality of the canvas 
which generated a new vision on the work and also 
the extension of objects used as artistic instruments 
to a very wide range including even the human 
body. 

A third main aspect of the 20th century art is 
the spectator’s involvement in the process of 
making the work of art. This participation grew 
more and more significant and the work of art 
turned to be more and more dependent on the 
spectator’s aesthetic experience. A good example 
for this way of understanding art is the art of 
assemblages or installations. It had its first signs 
during the beginning of the 20th century, especially 
in Duchamp’s contribution or El Lissitsky, a 
Russian painter belonging to the constructivist 
movement (Prut 2002, 108-109; 294) (Fig.17) 

The art of installations got its fame during the 
70s and 80s and it included influences of land art, 
minimalism, performance and conceptual art. It is a 
special type of art supposing a real construction 
projected for a special location, an art gallery or any 
other place designed for the interference with the 
public (Prut 2002, 239). This kind of art is 
considered to be an artistic product of postmodern 
way of thinking.  The art is, for this new thought, a 
construction of signs whose meaning is established 
only in a contextualized way. The postmodernism 
abandons the idea of uniqueness, of systematized 
totality; it abandons the idea of a unique and 
permanent truth. Any system well structured is 
negated; the diversity and relativity are favored 
instead. (Harvey 2002, 47-72) This option makes 
room for any aesthetic experience and any artistic 
material. If the modern artistic thinking was monist 
in its purpose of achieving a unitary image, well 
structured, according to precise and clear rules, the 
postmodern thought encourages the pluralistic 
visions and the diversity of options. One could say 
that art passes through a process of democratization 
as the monistic creativity, specific for the modern 
artist, is gradually replaced by an ever larger 
spectator’s participation to this process. In fact, the 
spectator’s aesthetic experience becomes almost the 
most important aspect of the art. (Michaud 2003, 
35) 

The postmodernist artists accepted and 
explored even a certain “annihilation of the author” 
(Hopkins 200, 78). The structuralist research 
movement, especially Roland Barthes’ works 
stimulated a lot this experience of annihilating the 

author’s role. In his Eléments de sémiologie (1962) 
R. Barthes debates on the primordial role of the 
language and against the author’s originality. The 
connection between letters and meaning is an 
arbitrary and accidental one. There is also an 
accidental connection between word and object. 
This debate was a revival of the Ancient 
discussions about the essential connection between 
language and Being as Plato proposed in his 
Cratylos. The postmodern thought could not accept 
any more this monistic way of thinking. 

The idea of an arbitrary connection can be 
extended to the relation between author and his/her 
work of art. This was the main aspect that the art of 
installations explored later on. A French 
philosopher, Maurice Merleau-Ponty spoke in his 
Phenomenology of perception, about a certain 
ambiguity of existence which is characteristic for 
the perceptive, sensitive level of living. In his 
opinion, there is a certain connection between the 
sensitive experience of the object and the subject 
who has the experience. As a consequence, the 
object of art, when being experienced, is not 
separable from the one who experiences it 
(Dufrenne 1976, vol. II, 20-49). Taking into 
consideration these aspects, the installations, as an 
innovative art, opened new perspectives on the 
spectator’s aesthetic experience. The installations 
are artistic assemblages where the spectator is 
invited to enter and take part to the stimuli 
proposed by the artist. Usually, the installations are 
grouped in three categories: 

a) Narrative installations - as those created by 
Ilya Kabakov (a contemporary artist). 
Example: The man who took off towards 
the space from his own appartment. 
Description: there are two rooms (as in 
Duchamp’s Etant donné...). It is not 
possible to visit the main room but it can be 
seen through a hole. The spectator can 
remark inside the catapult and the hole in 
the ceiling through which the taking off 
took place… The descriptive and narrative 
characteristics of such installations are 
evident. In fact the spectator is invited to 
“build” in his mind the entire event by 
means of the objects which “narrate” what 
had happened (Fig.18). 

b) Sensitive installations – Their purpose is to 
generate a certain alteration of the 
spectator’s perceptive capacities. Olafur 
Eliasson, a Danish contemporary artist, 
uses the impact of light on the human sense 
of vision. The spectators are invited in large 
closed surfaces were strong light imitating 
the solar luminescence invades the entire 
space generating some alteration of usual 
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perception of objects and people. A certain 
sense of vagueness occurs, a sense of 
loosing usual connection to reality and new 
experiences and feelings generated by this 
uncommon condition are proposed to the 
spectator (Fig.19) 

c) Participative installations are probably the 
most advanced in this new artistic 
approach. Rirkirt Tiravanjia, a 
contemporary artist from Thailand, 
organized in 1992 in an art gallery in New 
York a project – Untitled – which was a 
real and functional kitchen. He was eager to 
cook together with any spectator who 
accepted to take part to such an activity. In 
this case, it is easy to remark that the 
artist’s contribution was only partial (the 
kitchen organized in an art gallery and his 
active participation to the cooking act). The 
spectator’s role was quite significant as 
without his participation and desires, the 
work of art was not complete. In the same 
time, we have to remark that the 
participation of individual spectators 
supposed a change in the process of 
working out the artistic product which 
could finally have infinite “solutions”. 
(Fig.20) 

We have to mention that a forerunner of such 
type of art was Joseph Beuys (1921-1986) who 
belonged to the Fluxus artistic movement and who 
was interested to stress the main role of action and 
process of acting (performance) in art. An example 
of such a performance was Explaining pictures to a 
dead hare (Fig.21). Beuys wanted to express his 
feelings about the alienation of the civilized world 
and its separation from nature. In his opinion, a 
dialogue with a dead hare was more interesting that 
a dialogue with some other people in the 
industrialized and civilized world. Beuys thought 
also about the social role of the art. He revived the 
Greek notion – euplastia – which meant a correct 
and nice, adequate shaping of a statue, a well 
worked out artistic material. Beuys transferred this 
meaning into the social life and stressed out the 
social role of the art and artist who should “shape” 
the people in a spiritual and aesthetic way. In fact 
Beuys created an installation – The honey pump – 
which contained a certain number of components 
placed in two rooms. Honey and fat were, in Beuys’ 
opinion, the vital and energetic substances that were 
able to maintain the human vitality. The two 
substances were distributed in certain locations 
inside the two rooms where Beuys had his courses 
and workshops as a Professor of Arts (Fig.22). The 
space had thus a double aim: it was a space of 
education and learning and also an energizing one, 

a stimulating location for creativity and working 
together. Beuys suggested through this installation 
that art and life, art and knowledge are 
interconnected and they cannot be separated in the 
everyday life and work. (Volker 2003, 50-76)  

One can thus see, through such examples, 
that the creative work of the artist has changed 
dramatically during the 20th century. These changes 
prove, in our opinion, the creative ingenuity of the 
artist of our times and also the social and educative 
force of the art which remains active even after the 
so-called “end of art”. 
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Fig.16 – Y. Klein, Body painting (photo – technique) 
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 Fig. 1 P. Picasso, Collage-Violin                    Fig.2 Line draw                           Fig.3 Mandolin 
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 Fig.4 Two guitars; one constructed.              Fig.5 Construction (Wires)     Fig.6  Light draw (electric wires) 
 

                                    
Fig.7 Woman pushing a baby-carriage                                               Fig.8 Goat 
 
 
 

                 
  Fig.9 M. Duchamp - Fountain                Fig.10 Bycicle wheel                      Fig.11 Great Galss 
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Fig.12 M. Duchamp - The box in the suitcase                           Fig.13 The content of the box 
 

      
Fig.14 Pollock-horzontal painting                              Fig.15 Number 8 (alloverness)   
 
 
 
    

            
                        Fig.16 Yves Klein – Body painting                               Fig.17 el Lissitsky - Installation 
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        Fig.18 Ilya Kabakov - The man who took off         Fig.19 O. Eliasson - Weather Project 
           to the space from his own appartement 
 

        
                Fig.20 - R. Tiravanjia - Untitled                             Fig.21 J. Beuys - Dead hare 
 

                       
               Fig.22 J. Beuys - Fat                         Fig.23 J. Beuys - Honey pump 
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Murder(ing) People1 
Genocidal Policy within 20th Century – Description, Analysis, and Prevention: 
Armenocide, Serbocide, Holocaust as Basic Genocidal Events during the World 

Wars 
 

R i c h a r d    A L B R E C H T
2 

 
Absolute faith corrupts as absolutely as absolute power 

(Eric Hoffer) 
 
In science, ideology tends to corrupt; absolute ideology absolutely 

(Robert A. Nisbet) 
 

Nothing but a memory is productive which does not only remember 
 what happened but also what still is to be done. (Ernst Bloch) 

 
Abstract. In this smart piece the author, an experienced German social psychologist, and political 

scientist, tries to sum up the very content of his own approach to genocide, genocidal action, genocidal policy, 
and genocidal mentality as a general pattern which was worked out, at first, in his inaugural lecture February 1st, 
1989 (Albrecht 1989), and which the author recently published in his books on Genocide and Armenocide when 
discussing comparative and theoretical aspects of genocidal policy within 20th century (Albrecht 2006); the third 
volume of the authors trilogy on genocidal policy within 20th century (“Genozidpolitik im 20. Jahrhundert”), 
presenting the first scholarly verification of the notorious speech Adolf Hitler (1889-1945), as chancellor of the 
German Reich and Führer of the German people, delivered to his Supreme Commanders at Obersalzberg, on 
August 22nd, 1939 was published actually: the key sentence can be valued as a sort of “genocidal connection” 
between Armenocide and Holocaust: „Who [the fuck] is, after all, today speaking about the destruction of the 
Armenians?”3  

 
Keywords: murdering, genocide, World Wars, memory, Holocaust 
 

Rezumat. În acest articol, autorul, un specialist german în psihologie socială şi în ştiinţe politice, încearcă 
să sintetizeze rezultatele propriilor abordări ale problemei genocidului, a acţiunilor genocidale, a politicilor şi a 
mentalităţilor de acest fel; rezultate pe care autorul le-a publicat recent şi în cărţile sale despre genocide şi 
armenocid, discutând aspect comparative şi teoretice ale politicii genocidale din secolul al XX-lea (Albrecht 
2006); cel de-al treilea volum din trilogia despre politicile genocidale din secolul al XX-lea (“Genozidpolitik in 
20. Jahrhundert”), oferind prima analiză ştiinţifică asupra discursului notoriu al lui Adolf Hitler (1889-1945), 
cancelar al reichului german şi Führer al poporului german, ţinut în faţa Comandanţilor Supremi la 
Obersalzberg, în 22 august 1939, tocmai a ieşit sub lumina tiparului: propoziţia cheie poate fi privită ca un fel de 
“legătură genocidală” între armenocid şi Holocaust: “De fapt, cine [naiba] mai vorbeşte astăzi despre 
distrugerea armenilor?” 
 
Cuvinte cheie: crimă, genocid, Războaie Mondiale, memorie, Holocaust    
 

*
Needlessness1 to2state3 that the author, who, 

                                                 
1 Enlarged version of a paper of mine which was, under 
the title Murder(ing) People - Genocidal Policy Within 
20th Century in Europe, prepared for the “Second 
International Meeting on Genocidal Social Practices” 
(November 20-22, 2007), at Universidad de Tres de 
Febrero, Buenos Aires, Argentinia, focussing on the 
continuity of Genocidal Social Practices including also 
relevant aspects of preventing genocidal actions 
(http://www.catedras.fsoc.uba.ar/feierstein/mis_documen
tos/feierstein/Programa.pdf). - The author of this 

                                                                              
scholarly piece, an experienced and self-concious social 
psychologist, and political scientist, refuses anon peer 
reviewing of any of his texts, since summer 2009. 
2 Phd. Docent Richard Albrecht, Scientific Researcher, 
Germany, e-mail: eingreifendes.denken@gmx.net 
3 Richard Albrecht, „Wer redet heute noch von der 
Vernichtung der Armenier ?“ – Adolf Hitler zweite 
Geheimrede am 22. August 1939 [“Who is, after all, 
today speaking about the destruction of the Armenians ?“ 
– What Hitler really said when talking to his Supreme 
Commanders, August 22nd, 1939]: Genozidpolitik im 20. 
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as a scholar of genocide4, recently published a short 
                                                                              
Jahrhundert, Band 3, 104 p. (Aachen: Shaker, 2007 [= 
Allgemeine Rechtswissenschaft]); summary and table of 
contents -> http://www.shaker.de/shop/978-3-8322-
6695-0; short scholarly prospects are to be found as well 
as at H-Net: http://www.h-
net.msu.edu:80/announce/show.cgi?ID=160809) and at 
GRIN publication house: 
http://www.hausarbeiten.de/faecher/vorschau/76273.htm
l. – I really don´t want to coin out another definition of 
Armenocide (in German: Armenozid) but take the liberty, 
however, to use, even in German, that artificial word 
which at first was used as Armenocide within the US-
Armenian community and her scholars. The word and its 
meaning alludes to the fate of the Ottoman Armenians 
above all in 1915/16, expressing both the victimized 
group and what happened (cidere means killing). Neither 
the word nor the concept  Armenocide implies anything 
about  the way of murder(ing), in spite of the well-
known, and as well artificially created, word Holocaust, 
which mirrors in its all-around meaning the form of the 
deliberate extermination of a people: holokaustos means 
totally burning humans when still living (Albrecht 1989, 
69).  Whenever looking on the way both genocides were 
executed, not Jews in 1941/45, but Armenians in 
1915/16 were burnt when still living, having fled 
expecting shelter within their churches. In September 
1922, when Kemalist militia occupied the Smyrna city, 
both Armenian, and Greek quarters were set in fire. 
Genocide means, stictu sensu, killing what was 
traditionally named a tribe or a race (genus cidere), 
typically nowadays named an ethnic group. Whenever 
any scholar uses the wide-spread expression “Armenian 
Genocide” (instead of correctly naming the subject 
“Turkish Genocide”), he or she should know that this 
term is a complete and horrifying reversal of the 
historical events and their genuine meaning, turning 
around the very relationship as if, in 1915/16, Armenians 
were the very perpetrators and Turks were their innocent 
victims. Moreover, as far as I know, until now no 
scholar, he or she, had lost his/her “tenure” because 
he/she publicly named what really happened correctly as 
“Turkish Genocide” (in German: “türkischer 
Völkermord” [Martin Sabrow]). – Finally, there is good 
reason for understanding that what is named Holocaust 
virtually expresses the special German way (deutscher 
Sonderweg) of historical genocidal policy (Völkermord): 
a people self-naming the master-race, organising in a 
fascist manner, and trying to set up a world-wide 
imperial(istic) dictatorship. 
4 The German sociologist Werner Hofmann (1968, 49-
66) had characterized science formally as „the way of 
seeking knowledge in a methodical (as systematic as 
critical) way“ under two basic aspects: “(i) the general 
content of science has to be worked out (by collecting, 
describing, classifying the subjects, leading to any 
morphology, typology etc.); (ii) under theoretical aspects 
the very context and meaning of all appearances of the 
subjects and the underlying basic relations must be 
defined as rules belonging to reality. [...] At first comes 
the image of the real world as given by her empirical 
nature founding the empirical nature of reality. […] Any 

piece summing up the second genocide during 
World War II - named Serbocide5  - is by no means 
one of that dubious guys self-naming ´genocide 
scholar´ but, in fact, either ouvert or covert, 
proclaiming such cloudy issues like hierarchies of 
the three genocidal victim-groups during the two 
World Wars – the Ottoman Armenians (1915/16), 
the European Jews, and the Serbs in “Satellite 
Croatia” (1941/45) which the author looks upon as 
the three basic genocidal events during the two 
World Wars. 

Whenever looking on genocide politically, 
the author feels that the best anti-genocidal 

                                                                              
theoretical work of a scientist expresses the structural 
contradictory relationship of registering and interpreting 
of reality: reality can be understood without theory, but 
without theory sciences is not at all possible.” Whenever 
looking at sociology in particular, the sociologist 
Theodore Geiger (1948/49, 292-302) stressed: 
“Sociology cannot restrict her work to pure registration 
of human acting but must try to detect the basic 
underlying subjective processes, and describe the very 
meaning of human action.” – According to any scientific 
definition of genocide any rational logic has to apply the 
well-known principle definitio per genus proximum et 
differentiam specificam to differentiating between 
general and specific aspects within societal action, or to 
express the methodological principle that racism is as 
conditio sine qua non an essential precondition for 
genocide graphically: not every racialist society is 
essentially a genocidal society – but, however, every 
genocidal society is essentially a racialist society (Barth 
2006, 172-199). For meanwhile racism is by no means 
what it was at first: methodologically spoken the 
mechanistic dissolution of the highly contradictory unit 
(named dialectics) of the biological and the social for the 
sole benefit of the biosphere. Moreover, whenever 
discussing human action/s and the mentality of the 
actors, I may remind my scholarly readership to what 
William I. Thomas, with Dorothy S. Thomas (1928², 
571/572), accurately formulated as one of the basic 
theorems whenever describing human action/s: "If men 
define situations as real, they are real in their 
consequences". Finally, W.I. Thomas (1967³, 42) later on 
pointed out: "gradually a whole life-policy and the 
personality of the individual himself [...] will be 
influenced by a series of definitions the individual is 
involved in“. According to small social worlds of every-
day life – named intimacy – in particular W.I. Thomas 
stressed the very meaning of subjective impressions and 
feelings leading to definitions of the situation/s 
constituting another ´real´ social world of the acting 
individual/s: „subjective impressions can be projected 
onto life and thereby become real to projectors.” 
(Volkart 1951, 14) 
5 Richard Albrecht, Serbozid. Über den Dritten 
Europäischen Völkermord im 20. Jahrhundert; in: 
Kultursoziologie, 15 (2006) 2, 37-56; an enlarged 
version was published under the title: Serbozid, 1941-
1945 (Albrecht, Völkermord[en], 2006, 71-93). 
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perspective in fact is an anti-fascist and anti-
racialist one – although whenever looked upon the 
genocidal phenomenon as a scholar that cannot be 
regarded as a vital essential condition or conditio 
sine qua non: according to the dialectics of general 
and special features of the genocidal field and its 
sufficient condition(s), empirical details, and 
random aspects, a society must neither be classified 
as a ´fascist´ one to be regarded as a ´genocidal´ 
society: the Italian society between the World Wars 
indeed was a ´fascist´ but by no means a genocidal 
one like the South African, which basically was a 
racial one (like some of the Southern US-states 
were at that time). Any genocidal society is a racial 
one but non vice versa: not any racialist society is a 
genocidal or a fascist one. Moreover, the German 
society since 1933 soon became both a fascist and a 
racial societal basic structure causing another Great 
War (like in 1914) which also belongs to the 
historical context in which both the very genocidal 
crimes committed in Ottoman Turkey (1915/16) 
during the First and in Satellite Croatia (1941/45) 
during the Second World War – another feature 
which demonstrates the very meaning of the event 
Great or World War within 20th century either 
caused by a genocidal regime like the German or 
actively using the given occasion (in the meaning of 
opportunity structure/s) either by Young Turk or by 
Ustase leadership in 1915 and 1941 under the 
umbrella of the German Reich as the most powerful 
ally.  

I take the liberty – if I may – and address me 
scholarly readers, she or he, that I will, for reasons, 
not name what happened in 1915 “the Armenian 
Genocide” as “the terrible Holocaust” (Bernard 
Lewis) with about one and half a million Ottoman 
Armenians exterminated – “unquestionable the 
greatest crime of the First World War” 
Hirschfeld/Gaspar 1929: 510), and the ultimate 
human crime genocide. For I know, of course, that 
not only in the so called ´scientific community´ this 
terrible slang-version is more and more used 
instead of what must be precisely indicated, like the 
Encyclopaedia Britannica does in her latest CD-
Rom version (2004²), “the Turkish genocide of the 
Armenians in 1915”. Insofar I agree to 
distinguished genocidal scholars like Irving Louis 
Horowitz and Vahakn N. Dadrian when talking 
about the “Turkish Genocide” and the “Genocide 
against the Armenians”. Moreover, I feel that as 
rubbish as moronic talk - “Armenian Genocide” - 
is, indeed, not only as confusing as cretinous but 
also a sort of complete reversal – and perverse 
reversal, too – in the very sense of Umwertung 
aller Werte (Friedrich Nietzsche) under most 
relevant moral, intellectual, political, historical, and 
linguistic aspects, declaring victims for 

perpetrators, and perpetrators for victims. I am not 
sure but do hope that, three generations later, the 
linguistic reversal as expressed in that false 
metaphor “Armenian Genocide” neither mirrors nor 
expresses the victory of the former genocidal 
violators as another final solution ... I may also 
remind me readership of three facts of life the 
German poetical playwright Bertolt Brecht (1898-
1956) had worked out in other contexts: (i) 
whenever injustice happens too often it will not 
become justice because it happens very often; (ii) in 
the last instance the truth cannot be suppressed but 
must be publicly repeated again and again even 
after it had been once recognized as the very truth; 
(iii) within the intellectual field democracy indeed 
means transforming the small circle of connoisseurs 
towards the large circle of connoisseurs – a 
´sociological experience´ which should never be 
forgotten by any genocidal scholar whenever 
engaged in preventing genocidal action/s, too, for a 
basic virtuality must be taken into consideration: 
“Human actions are not destined be the very facts 
but by the perceptions of the facts acting humans 
have got.” (Alexander v. Humboldt) 

Finally, I will by no means apologize for the 
very fact that the following scholarly piece is 
neither composed nor written due to the Zeitgeist 
which (to quote a German ´classic´ literary figure) 
is, as spirit of the age, more or less mirrowing the 
very ideology of the masters race (Goethe: Faust I: 
577-579) but is partisan in the sense of saving life-
policy (Albrecht 1989) which basically means the 
very contrary of genocidal or taking-life-policy 
(Irving L. Horowitz). Whoever expects an attitude 
like that one I have recently named the 
„wikipedianization of knowledge and cognition” 
(Albrecht, 2008 13) claiming the overwhelming 
NPOV („Neutral Point of View”: 
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Wikipedia:NPOV) 
may, please, use that postmodern „open source“ 
encyclopaedia called wikipedia. For what I am still 
standing, and working, for as a scholar is that 
dedicated anti-genocidal perspective disposing, of 
once and for all, every point of origin for genocide 
and, consequently and in the last instance, any 
genocidal research work, too (Albrecht 2006, 
Armenozid 3).  

* 
 
I.     Genocide is not only mass killing and killing 
masses as traditionally well-known like massacres, 
mass atrocities, pogroms, riots, and slaughter, but 
´modern´ serial killing, strategically planned and 
organized, not only of masses but of peoples as 
entire populations for racial, religious, ethnic, 
political, and even ideological reasons: neither 
traditional massacres and atrocities nor well-known 
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mass slaughters, pogroms, and riots, and also not 
only administrative murder of masses (as a 
conventional measure applied by absolute rulership, 
dictatorship, tyranny, colonialism etc. before World 
War I.), but of people. After World War I. 
traditional „administrative mass-murder” (Al. 
Carthill) became modern „administrative mass-
murder as organised by a state” (Hannah Arendt) 
which later on was described as “policy of 
extermination” (Majorie Housepian), and as 
„organized state murder” (Helen Fein), and defined 
as „structural and systematic destruction of 
innocent people by a state bureaucratic apparatus” 
(Irving Louis Horowitz), indeed, as an outstanding 
„crime against mankind and civilisation as planned 
and organized by a state” (Richard Albrecht)6, “the 
blackest page in history” (H.A. Gibbons). Insofar 
any genocidal action may include “ethnic 
cleansing“ and its violent methods of ejection, 
expulsion, and displacement, as applied by the 
perpetrators – but genocidal policy has got a 
pecularity (Albrecht 2006: Völkermord[en], 124-
125) demonstrating that genocide is more than 
“ethnic cleansing”, “demographical engineering”, 
“homogenisation of population” as accompanied by 
massacres to fulfil a specific policy to 
“systematically eliminate another group from a 
given territory on the basis of religious, ethnic or 
national origin.” (Petrovic 1994) 
II.     Needlessly to stress that not only these but all 
the pieces on genocide worked out and published 
by the author within the last two decades are lead 
by a central principle according to a grounded 
problem of any research work on genocide which 
the author himself once named, in summer 1989, 

                                                 
6 In Germany since 1915 until now typically played 
down whenever named „Verbrechen gegen die 
Menschlichkeit” and not correctly called „Verbrechen 
gegen die Menschheit” - a sort of Newspeak which 
Hannah Arendt reviewed as „the understatement of the 
20th century” at all; a brief case-study gives Albrecht 
(2004: Verbrechen). - For good reasons censorious 
measures as run by military dictatorship in Germany 
during World War I – especially when oppressing any 
facts on what was going on ´backwards down in the very 
Turkey´ - were of hard-core character and part of a 
policy later on named “the crime of silence”. The 
German churchman Dr Johannes Lepsius (1858-1926), a 
prominent so-called “friend of the Armenian people”, at 
first in 1916 detected the very character of “these new 
crimes against humanity and civilisation” when clearly 
naming that massacres, slaughters, and mass murders, as 
part of the “annihilation of the Armenian nation” 
(“Vernichtung der armenischen Nation”), and, finally, 
“murder of a nation” (“Völkermord, den die Jungtürken 
auf dem Gewissen haben.” (Albrecht, Völkermord[en], 
2006, 117) 
 

the urgent „development of an early warning 
system against genocidal tendencies” 
(„Entwicklung eines Frühwarnsystems gegen 
Völkermordtendenzen. Pilotstudie zu einem 
unbearbeiteten Grundproblem einer kultur-, sozial- 
und politikwissenschaftlichen Friedensforschung” 
1989, 2 p., not printed [in German]). Given this 
setting, the author emphasizes the very meaning of 
a basic ´historical memory´ (Jorgé Semprún) which 
inevitably also includes „what still is to be done” 
(Ernst Bloch) as one of the central presuppositions 
and conditio sine qua non for preventing genocide. 

 
III .     According to me own research work on 
genocide as the most destructive event in the 
history of mankind and state-sponsored ´crime 
against humanity and civilisation´ (as published in 
1989) I take the liberty - if I may - and quote the 
basic definition of genocide as worked out by 
Raphael Lemkin:  
 
„ In this respect genocide is a new technique of 
occupation, aimed at winning the peace even 
though the war itself is lost.” (Lemkin 1944: chp. 
XI: Genocide, 81) 
 

Following this concept means that within 20th 
century there do exist until now three outstanding 
events, two of them well-documented as genocides 
and crimes against humanity and civilisation: 
´Armenocide´ (1915/18) and ´Holocaust´ 
(1941/45), the third, ´Serbocide´ (1941/45), still 
under-documented. Any specific silence as 
practised by German historians traditionally and 
actually until the first ´colonial genocide´ in 
German South West Africa (GSWA), 1904-07, is 
also a relevant subject: this „smart genocide” 
(Micha Brumlik) started when the German 
representative declared the native ethnic group 
(Nama) no longer as subjects of His Majesty, The 
German Kaiser William II (v. Trotha, October 2nd, 
1904): 
 
„The Herero people is no longer subject of the 
German crown. They have murdered and stolen 
[…] The Herero people has to leave this country. If 
the Herero people will not follow this order, I will 
force the Herero people by using my Great Fire 
Gun.” (Bley 1968, 204)  

This specific command, which indeed did 
exist, and its consequences, and very meanings 
express of what can be regarded as ´genocidal 
mentality´ due to the mainstream of German 
colonial and imperial ideology before World War I. 
(Herrenmenschen, later on Herrenvolk) according 
to the whites as the mastery race (Herrenrasse). 

Moreover, another relevant aspect of this 
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early annihilation order given in 1904 lays in its 
very secrecy as a general feature of all genocidal 
actions within 20th-century-genocides. Finally, the 
image and the perception of German rules in 
GSWA as mirrored in diary and letters written by 
the Nama-leader Captain Hendrik Witbooi, 1884-
1894, are of scholarly relevancy, too. This native 
individual indeed felt military measures against his 
people as, in the last instance, both destructive and 
lethal policy of the German occupants. In a way the 
Witbooi-writings can be regarded as the first 
(written) document which gave testimony of the 
underlying concept of any ´modern´ genocide and 
genocidal action within 20th century at all: the very 
destruction of an entire population as planned and 
organised by a state and his (military, 
administrative, cultural, medical, ideological etc.) 
officials. 
 
IV .     The mass murdering of about one and half a 
million Armenians (fifteen hundred thousand 
humans) in the Ottoman/Turkish State 1915-1922 
was „the first planned and organized genocide 
within 20th century” (Edgar Hilsenrath). Without 
studying this outstanding destructive event as the 
nastiest crime a state can ever commit any scholarly 
understanding of genocide is hardly possibly. 
Finally, the Armenocide (in German: Armenozid) 
was, in fact, not only an outstanding crime but also 
the „essential prototype of genocide in the 20th 
century” (Irving L. Horowitz) applying modern 
techniques, too. The former (West) German 
Chancellor, Dr. Helmut Kohl, stressed, in April 
1987, the very argument his ghost-writer at that 
time, Dr. Klaus Hildebrandt, gave according to the 
uniqueness of the Holocaust, his instrumental 
modernity and economic efficiency, following 
Hannah Arendts consideration on the Holocaust as 
state-sponsored killing:  
 

„The crime of the Holocaust named genocide is 
indeed unique within human history whenever 
looking on the cold inhuman planning and its 
lethal efficiency”. 
  

Meanwhile there exists a translation of 
relevant documents of the Turkish post-War 
military trials into German, and also into American 
English. In 1919, the Stambul Trial condemned to 
death 17 Young Turk politicians - one of them the 
prominent CUP-leader Talaat Pasha, the former 
Ministry of the Interior (1913-1918) and a principle 
architect of the first genocide within the 20th 
century - as responsible for the destruction of the 
Armenian people as „organised by a united state-
power”. Moreover, the genocidal actions followed 
the official order as given against „persons acting 

against the Ottoman government at war times.” 
(Akcam 2004, 178) 

 
The Ottoman Ministry of the Interior and 
member of the most powerful triumvirat, Talaat 
Pasha, declared, in August 1915, that the ” 
Armenian Question” does not exist any longer 
(Lepsius 1919, 146): 
 
„La question arménienne n´existe plus.“  

 
In so far Talaat followed Abdul Hamid II 

who was as the absolute ruler until the Young 
Turks overtook political power in 1908 responsible 
for two well-know atrocities against and massacres 
of Armenians in 1895/96 and in 1903/04. This man 
publicly stated in 1896 [The Nation, 14th January, 
1897]:  
 
„The way to get rid of the Armenian question is to 
get rid of the Armenians“  
 

The interview Talaat gave in 1916, two 
decades later, expresses the specific modernity of 
the first genocide within 20th century. In his 
statement the most prominent CUP-leader publicly 
declared on „the Armenian question.”7 
(Morgenthau 1918, p. 336) 
 
„We have been reproached for making no 
distinction between the innocent Armenians and the 
guilty; but that was utterly impossible, in view of 
the fact that those who were innocent today might 
be guilty tomorrow”  
 

To quote a legitimate US-scholar (of religious 
history) commenting the Talaat-interview 
(Rubinstein 1983, 19): 

 
„The Armenians were slaughtered not for what 
they did but for what the Turks suspected some 
of them might do in the future.” 
 

What Talaat expressed in 1916 when he 
stresses „that those who were innocent today might 
be guilty tomorrow” anticipates possible 
developments, created (what Hannah Arendt later 
on identified as) ´the objective enemy´ (Arendt 

                                                 
7 Berliner Tageszeitung und Handelszeitung 4.5.1916: 
Wilhelm Feldmann, Unterredung mit Talaat: „Man hat 
uns vorgeworfen, daß wir keinen Unterschied zwischen 
den schuldigen und den unschuldigen Armeniern 
gemacht hätten. Daß war unmöglich, da bei der Lage der 
Dinge morgen schuldig sein konnte, wer heute vielleicht 
noch unschuldig war.“ I overtook the wrong German 
„daß“ of the text-version as an original source.  
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1989, 654), and expresses the modern scientific 
idea of latent potentiality (as worked out by 
theoretical physics, especially the ´quantum 
theory´). As the author mentioned when looking on 
relevant documents according to the Croatian 
genocide of the Serbs living in the Ustase state 
1941/45 (Albrecht 2006, Völkermord[en]: 71-93), 
the principal concept of ´the objective enemy´ was 
also graphically applied by the murderous 
perpetrators and Croatian elitist political figures as 
a sort of “lumpen-intelligentia” (Yehuda Bauer): on 
November 26, 1941, the Croatian government  
ordered that repressive measures are to be applied 
against those “unwanted persons who might 
threaten the very achievements of the Croatian 
Ustase Movement for liberation.” (Quoted in ibid: 
89) Given this setting, the concept “objective 
enemy” as, at first, scholarly sketched by Hannah 
Arendt (1951) might serve as a relevant key feature 
for scholars whenever analysing ´modern´ genocide 
under comparative aspects and perspectives 
(Albrecht 1989). 

 
V.  The intellectual political philosopher Hannah 
Arendt (1906-1975), a German emigré to the 
United States of America (USA) in the Second 
World War, sketched her basic concept of “the 
objective enemy” (“objektiver Gegner”) as part of 
her ´diagnosis of our time´ at the beginning of the 
1950´s. Every totalitarian regime applies an 
ideology due to that leading figure which the author 
filtered out of the fascist “juridical” writings highly 
powerful German politicians like Reinhard 
Heydrich (1904-1942) and Werner Best (1903-
1989) did when stigmatizing humans publicly 
naming as the “objective enemy” and the very 
“people´s enemy” – “an everlasting enemy” of the 
German people: “the very enemy of the racial, 
cultural, and spiritual being, and substance, of our 
people.” (Heydrich 1936: 121-123) Moreover, it is 
one of the main tasks of the totalitarian political 
police within the nationalsozialistische Führerstaat 
as a specific institution “which is thoroughly, and 
permanently, monitoring the body of the German 
people, which is timely detecting every symptom of 
illness, and her destructive germs, and which is 
eliminating all of it totally by applying effective 
methods” – “ferretting out and monitoring the 
enemies of the state for disposing them of at the 
right moment – that is the preventive-police task of 
a political police.” (Best 1936, 125-128) 
 

Of course those “preventive-police task” does 
mean the complete reversal of any rule of law and 
her leading principles – “nullum crimen sine lege“ 
[no crime without law], “nulla poena sine lege” 
[without law no punishment], and “nulla poena sine 

culpa” [no punishment without guiltiness] – which 
basically guarantees not only the presumption of 
innocence – nobody who is accused has to establish 
the innocence of the defendant in general – but also 
“fair trial” especially. According to the political 
system of historical Stalinism in the 1930´s, 
Susanne Leonhard (1895-1984), in the end of 1918 
a founding mother of the authentic Communist 
Party in Germany (SPARTAKUSBUND), who 
became, as an emigré to the USSR, a political 
prisoner from 1935 to 1948, later remembered the 
way the secret police oppressed its “presumptive 
enemies” (Leonhard 1959):  
 
“There was no individual guiltiness at all – on the 
contrary: any individual ´crime´ was constructed 
lateron to that end that the individual ´case´ could 
be classified under the given category of political 
suspect persons […] That the secret police will 
arrest somebody because this person belonged to a 
specific group whose members are looked upon as 
potential rebels by the government was a specific 
insight” – the author added – “which most of us 
unfortunately realised much more later.” 
 
 
VI.     The very ´modernity´ of the Genocide 
against the Armenians 1915/16 is also expressed 
within the forms of genocidal actions Ottoman 
Turks really did. Mass killing as serial killing was 
organised in a highly efficient manner due to the 
logic of economic efficiency whenever executing 
the genocidal business. When during World War II 
in Europe gas-chambers were economically the 
most efficient instrument of mass-killing Jews – 
mass-killing Armenians during World War I in 
Minor Asia complied another economic rationality 
according to any logic of saving material: they did 
not involve the waste of powder and shell 
(Morgenthau 1918, 321):  

 
„As the Turks themselves boasted they were 
more economical since they did not involve the 
waste of powder and shell.” 
 

In a specific way the most destructive event 
during the First World War, the „administrative 
holocaust” (Winston Churchill) called Armenocide, 
which began in April 24th, 1915, in Constantinople 
as the first „modern“ genocide within 20th century, 
expresses, although until now not mentioned at all, 
what the encyclia „Evangelium vitae“, eighty years 
later, emphasised as the very „value and 
inviolability of human life“ in general, when 
characterising any „culture of death“, whenever 
„taken as a whole“, as the result of a policy of „the 
strong“ against the weak who  have no choice but to 
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submit“ (Ioannes Paulus PP. II [Carol Woytila, 
1920-2005]: Evangelium vitae To the Bishops, 
Priests and Deacons, Men and Women religious 
lay, Faithful and all People of Good Will, on the 
Value and Inviolability of Human Life [March 
25th, 1995]), cpt. 19).  

 
VII.   In June 2005, the German Federal Parliament 
(„Bundestag”) made up her mind and decided a 
modest critique of the Turkish denial of what 
happened but neither used the expression 
„genocide” nor „Armenocide”. Like all 
governments of the Turkish Republic since 1923 
when at first a sort of culture of impunity was 
legally created within ´New Turkey´, the current 
one denies not only any Turkish Genocide but also 
continues that as official as rubbish talk on „tragic 
events during the war”. Moreover, and as far as I 
know, a chequered group, politically unified under 
the umbrella that an Turkish Genocide in 1915/16 is 
the very fiction of a so-called plot or conspiracy of 
the world-wide Armenian community, when 
organising her „March Towards Berlin” where the 
official Turkish community hold a demonstration 
on March 18th, 2006, the day Talaat died of an 
assassination an Armenian student executed, 85 
years ago (in Berlin, 1921), demanding that the 
German Federal Parliaments (for one voice) 
declaration is to cancel (Frankfurter Allgemeine 
Zeitung: February 4th, 2006, 39). Obviously these 
daisy bones do not at all know that Kemal Pasha 
(„Atatürk”), the founding father of the Turkish 
Republic, before the Lausanne Treaty (1923), in 
1920, several times talked on „the Armenian 
catastrophe”. Moreover, in October, 1920, Kemal 
mentioned about 800.000 killed Armenians and 
damned the act. (Akcam 2004², 123-125) 

 
VIII.     One of the central topics of any profound 
definition of genocide within 20th century as 
crimen magnum and ultimate human crime is not 
only the very fact the taking-lives-actor is a state 
but also that any destructive acts like expelling, 
prosecuting, and killing people are undertaken by a 
the state as the most powerful national institution 
executed after a central governmental plan. 
Although is was not the main task of the 
International Military Tribunal at Nuremberg, in 
1945-46, this international court which was often, 
and not only by the victims, scorned as the winners 
tribunal, in fact did a great juristic job when, in the 
general field of war of aggression, proofed, and 
verified, the central plan of the Nazi figures when 
attacking Poland on September 1st, 1939, as a sort 
of conspiracy against peace.  

Moreover, not only a central plan guiding the 
action/s undertaken is basically required, but at 

least one command, expressing the destructive will 
of the Führer and his intension to kill an entire 
social group, collective, or people, for ethnic, 
religious, political, economic, or ideological  
reasons structurally belongs to any ´modern´ 
genocidal business, too. 

When looking on the Armenocide, at first 
glance a central plan for the total annihilation of the 
Ottoman Armenians during World War I seems to 
exist: the Andonian documents, published, as 
evidence of ´The Great Crime´, in Armenian 
language under the title Medz Vojeeru (1921), as 
well as in French (Documents officiels concernant 
les massacres arméniens, 1920) and in English (The 
Memoirs of Naim Bey, 1920). Some sixty years 
later, one of the leading scientific experts, the US-
scholar Vahakn N. Dadrian, in 1986, verified the 
documents as authentic telegrams send out by the 
CUP-leader and central figure within the ruling 
political elite, the Ottoman Ministry of the Interior, 
Talat Pasha, in 1915, to instruct his followers 
within the state bureaucracy in the very province 
how to handle their genocidal business in an 
efficient manner. To sum up basic results of current 
legitimate scholarly works (as recently published in 
“Genocide Studies & Prevention”, vol. 1 [2006], 
No. 2, pp. i-iv; 93-226) very briefly - there cannot 
be any doubt about the fact that it was Talat Bey 
(1872-1921), 1913-1917 Home Secretary of the 
Interior of the late Ottoman State who applied the 
Young-Turks-motto “Only a Dead Armenian is a 
Good Armenian” and ordered, commanded, and 
instructed the genocidal actions against the 
Ottoman Armenian by sending various telegrams to 
his followers down in the very provinces of the 
Ottoman Reich. According to genocidal research, 
the existence of a central plan whenever expressed 
in orders, or commands, written down is, in fact, as 
conditio sine qua non, not one of various sufficient 
conditions, but a necessary condition and insofar 
essential according to any scientific definition of 
genocide as such, it is by no means surprising that 
´the other side´, above all representatives of the 
Turkish state, her political elite, and her relevant 
institutions8 do not accept this perspective but 

                                                 
8 The Turkish Historical Society (founded in 1931) does 
not belong to that in contemporary Turkey small sector 
of the ´civil society´ but is part of the state apparatus, 
forming particularly what Louis Althusser once 
classified as “ideological state apparatus”. To up-value 
history is until now part of the ideology, and policy, the 
founding father of the Turkish Republic, Kemal Pasha, 
later on Atatürk (“the father of all Turks”), proclaimed in 
1931: “Writing history is as important as making it.” 
(„Tarih yazmak, tarih yapmak kadar önemlidir“). 
Howsoever political analysts may value basic power 
structures within Turkey Today, a sustainable feature is 
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declare these documents either at best as 
“Armenian fiction” (Orel; Yuca 1986) or at worst 
as “forgeries” (Ataöv 1984; 1986) 

For until now nobody has seen the original 
telegrams send out by Talat from Constantinople in 
Osmanian language (Osmanli)9 it is not at all 
possible either for falsifying or for verifying: this is, 
indeed, a heavy problem not only due to any 
scholarly work but also opening the road to denial 
the Armenocide in general, classifying what 
happened either as tragic war-events with mutual 
perpetrators and victims on both sides or as an 
effective “Armenian fiction” particularly created by 
the world-wide Armenian community plotting 
against Turkey and the Turks. 

Be it as it ever may be: first of all for nearly 
fifty years a central command, or order, by Adolf 
Hitler as a necessary condition for recognizing, and 
accepting, the historical fact of the Holocaust as the 
destruction of the entire European Jewry during 
World War II with between five and six million 
humans as empirical victims has, until now, never 
scholarly been disputed. Moreover, until now a 
written source of evidence produced by Hitler 
himself could not be found, and it is, indeed, 
doubtable whether such a document exists at all. 
Christian Gerlach, at that time a German student of 
the Holocaust, read, however, as the first historian 
at all, in 1996/97, two well-known diaries of 
politically relevant figures within the German 
genocidal elite thoroughly, and this enabled him to 
work out the meaning of a secret speech Hitler 
gave, on December 12th, 1941, above all to some of 
his high-ranked party functionaries proclaiming the 
annihilation of the Jewish people in Europe as his 
basic “political decision” (Gerlach 1997; 2001³).  

The second argument lies not in the field of 
comparative genocidal research like the first one 
but has to do with the situation of official Ottoman 
documents and its highly selective use. 
Nevertheless another student of genocide in 

                                                                              
not to overlook: the “state within the state”, the “deep”, 
“parallel” or “arcane” state as having developed from 
oriental “secret society” (Georg Simmel). In his latest 
book, Rudolf J. Rummel (2006, chp. XXIII, 152-159) 
also mentioned “the deep society” as an aggressive 
feature of traditional elites to be fought against. 
9 One of the most relevant political measures to 
modernize every-day-life in Turkey as run by early 
Kemalism was, in 1928, replacing the old Arab way of 
writing by a new quasi-Latin alphabet which, however, 
lead to that bizarre situation that the old language and 
writing – Osmanli – meanwhile, in modern Turkey, is in 
fact a matter of a few specialists, leading to the well-
know situation of a specific expropriation process the 
German emigré Ernst Bloch (1939) named “Disrupted 
Language – Disrupted Culture”. 

general, and of the Armenocide 1915/16 especially, 
found out when investigating the relationship 
between the very political centre as represented by 
the Ottoman Ministry of the Interior in 
Constantinople, and his close CUP-follower Dr. 
Mehmed Resid, in March 25th, 1915, freshly 
established as the new regional governor in 
Anatolian town Diyarbekir. 

Presenting an excellent scholarly piece when 
describing what another investigator called the 
“cumulative radicalization” within the murderous 
Armenocidal process itself (Bloxham 2003), the 
Dutch junior scholar Ugur Ü. Üngör (2006) not 
only identifies more than a dozen official Ottoman 
documents, most of them produced by Talat and 
send to his vicegerent in Diyarbekir (and to the 
provinces of Erzurum, Bitlis, Van, and others, too), 
but also analyses the various steps on the road to 
Armenocide identifying both the second half of 
March, 1915, as the crucial date leading to a certain 
´point of no return´. Finally, after having looked on 
the special archive in Istanbul (“Başbakanlık 
Osmanlı Arşivi“ [Ottoman Archives under the 
Prime Ministry]) which has got more than hundred 
millions of files10, Üngör presents the command as 
given by Talat on May 23rd, 1915, to all the 
provinces when ordering “the wholesale 
deportations of all Armenians to Deyr-ul Zor, 
starting with the northeastern provinces.”  

This official Ottoman document (as to be 
found in the Ottoman Archives under BOA, 
DH.SFR, and not within the central register BOA, 
MV) is, as Üngör points out, until now “the single 
instance in which the empire-wide nature of the 
deportations is reflected in one order at the most 
central level.” (Üngör 2006, 187; 195, note 131) In 
the very meaning of quod-erad-demonstrandum, 
and even when comparing to the situation 
according to the Holocaust in 1941 without any 
written order from the very top, any dispute on “the 
Andonian documents” indeed is a yesterday 

                                                 
10 A short description in modern Turkish is online: 
http://tr.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ar%C5%9Fiv; an English 
text placed by the Turkish Minstry of Culture & 
Tourism, too:  
http://goturkey.turizm.gov.tr/Yonlendir.aspx?17A16AE3
0572D313D4AF1EF75F7A7968F9F8102006DD7892, 
but is, for any student/scholar/researcher, as worthless as 
that two volumes of “Documents on Ottoman-
Armenians” (n.d., 317 [and] xi/188 p.) Turkish 
authorities distributed. An as systematical as critical 
overview on (after the armistice in 1918 ´cleaned´) 
Ottoman Archives in Turkey, which cleary shows the 
“genocidal intention” of the CUP-leadership, gives, most 
recently, Akcam (2006). 
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discussion (in spite of the fact that the Talat 
telegrams at first were mentioned from H.A. 
Gibbons [1916], 19-23).  

In his outlook U.Ü. Üngör reminds us on the 
public declaration of the three Entente powers dated 
May, 24th, 1915, condemning “these new crimes of 
Turkey against humanity and civilization”, 
promising that “all members of the Ottoman 
government and those of her agents who are 
implicated in such massacres […] will hold 
personally responsible.” Having realized their 
projective fate, “the CUP leaders, especially Talat, 
panicked”, creating immediately, for covering the 
beginning genocide, an emergency decree on the 
deportations as a sort of pseudo-law (May 29th, 
1915). Later on, in 1916 and 1917, two ideological 
pamphlets above all to be distributed among the 
diplomats at Pera (a11, b12), were produced in 
French, denying that Armenocide had well-started, 
using pseudo-arguments picked up by all post-
Ottoman true-believers and fanatics, either militant 
Kemalists or not, till nowadays.  
 
 
IX .     Whenever scholarly looking on what could 
be named Serbocide (“killing Serbes”) as a specific 
way of mass killing during World War II as 
planned and organized serial killing by the political 
leadership of “Satellite Croatia” (1941-1945) which 
started in summer 1941 it is clear that this was not 
only mass slaughter at hardcore-level of cruelty but, 
in fact, and strictu sensu, another genocide with 
about one million victims within nearly four years. 
What might appear, at the first glance, as Balkan 
atrocities - or just another balkanized massacre 
happening – was, in fact, the murder of that part of 
the Serbs as a people living, in 1941, as citizen in 
the newly created Croatian state (about 1,5 million 
humans at all belonged to that ethnic, religious, and 
cultural minority). Remembering the very historical 
context of that specific genocidal syndrome, above 
all (i) German military occupation of the Balkan 
and the crimes committed by these armed forces, 
(ii) specific genocidal actions run by SS and 
Wehrmacht against Balkan jews, and the Gypsy, 
and (iii) the graphic, and active, support the fascist 
powers Germany, and Italy, gave to the Croatian 
Ustase movement - the Croatian genocidal elite 
figures Jehuda Bauer stigmatized as “lumpen” 
intellectuals lead by a fanatic race ideology with 
                                                 
11 Vérité sur le Movement Révolutionnaire arménien et 
les mesures gouvernementales/Journal de guerre 
[...]/Notes d´un officier superieur russe [...]. 
(Constantinople 1916; 1919², 54 p.) 
12 Aspirations et agissement révolutionnaires des Comité 
Arméniens avant et après la proclamation de la 
Constitution Ottomane (Istanbul 1917, 290 p.) 

“the Serb” as the deadly enemy caught their chance 
and overtook not only the state power but realized 
the very opportunity and deprived, persecuted, and 
murdered the bulk of the members of the Serbian 
people living within that newly established Croatian 
state -  all of what happened under the eyes of the 
Third Reich as the most relevant protective power 
the Ustase state has got. In the end about 100.000 
Serbs fled outside the country, 250.000 were forced 
to become members of the Roman Catholic Church, 
and 750.000 were killed within the country.  
 

It is a matter of fact that this genocide within 
20th century is, until now, under-documented 
whenever compared with the Holocaust and the 
Armenocide. Moreover, there do exist a lot of still 
unsolved problems to be discussed by further 
scholarly work, e.g. the role of the religious 
ideologies and the catholic church, priest, 
clergyman, and the meaning of often barbarian 
forms of (serial) killing humans with streams of 
blood like butchery in a slaughterhouse whenever 
killing the slaughter cattle. Nevertheless there is no 
doubt about the facts (although daisy bones and true 
believers like Ustase ideologists deny). Finally, 
from a comparative perspective, any genocidal 
scholar cannot overlook the common features 
according to Armenocide and Holocaust: first of all 
the vital role of the Croatian Ustase state (NDH) 
itself as well as the very application of a destructive 
racial ideology named “the objective enemy” 
(Hannah Arendt) leading to this third European 
genocide within 20th century under Balkan 
circumstances, started, and undertaken, at the same 
time of the Holocaust, expressing the equal fascist, 
racial, annihilating, destructive, and deadly 
mentality of the genocidalists. 
 
 
X.     Whereas Raphael Lemkin (1944) discussed 
both the historical situation/s -the World War/s- and 
the destructive bio-political dimensions of mass 
slaughter and serial killing a people for religious, 
ethnic, and ideological reasons, which is effective 
over generations, Hannah Arendt worked out the 
specific role the state apparatus played whenever 
the holocaust (1941-1945) is discussed as a specific 
form of „mass murder“ planned and organized by a 
state (thus being himself subject of a capital crime). 
Giving this setting, I will take another special 
feature of any genocide, as emphasized by Irving 
Louis Horowitz (1980), seriously: The very crime 
later named genocide implies, from the standpoint 
of any relevant concept due to ´sociology of 
killing´, the basic feature of mass killings as serial 
killing not only masses but a defined social group, 
an entire people, like the Armenians (1915-1918) 
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during the First World War, the Serbs living in that 
separate Ustase state founded in 1941, and the 
European Jews (1941-1945), during the Second 
World War. Whenever looking on both well-
documented genocidal events during the World 
Wars within 20th century through the eyes of an 
experienced social scientist like Irving Horowitz, 
there is good reason to argue that the „Armenocide“ 
(meanwhile discussed as such within the scholarly 
community) was not only historically the first 
modern genocide within 20th century but also the 
first, and prior, most outstanding destructive 
genocidal event anticipating a specific new quality 
of lethal policy (which was defined later on, e.g. by 
Hannah Arendt, as totalitarianism). Consequently, 
the „Armenocide“ as „the essential prototype of 
genocide in the twentieth century“ (Irving L. 
Horowitz) and its genocidal totalitarianism, will be 
the most relevant matter of future scholarly work on 
modern genocide within 20th century, its political 
sociology, and its social mentality.  
 
XI .  The very secret of any anti-genocidal ´saving-
lives´-policy is and means to break down a 
basically destructive process before mass killing 
and murdering people is regarded as a legitimate 
method for solving societal problems in the way 
totalitarian regimes do, using the state apparatus as 
a bureaucratic organised administrative machinery 
for mass murder producing an empirical „double-
bind”-situation (Gregory Bateson) whenever giving 
the victims, whatsoever they will do or not do, not 
at all a chance to escape, likely to atrocities, riots, 
pogroms, mass slaughters, and massacres as pre-
totalitarian methods: traditionally those who did 
submit and/or revoke could survive and survived, 
e.g. as religious convertites.  
 

The most prominent Nazi-ideologist of the 
Third Reich, later on as "Reichsminister für die 
besetzten Ostgebiete" since July 17, 1941, the most 
responsible political figure for occupied Eastern 
territories - Alfred Rosenberg – crossed, in autumn 
1941, the Rubicon of the perpetrators, when, after a 
personal meeting with SS-leader Heinrich Himmler 
(November 18, 1941), commanding "die 
biologische Ausmerzung des gesamten Judentums 
in Europa" [„the biological elimination of the entire 
European Jewry"] as an imperative necessity of any 
as racial as fascist „eliminationist antisemitism” 
(Daniel J. Godhagen). At the Main Nuremberg 
Trial 1945-46, NS-Reichsminister Alfred 
Rosenberg (1893-1946) - both as an ideologist the 
very creator of "racial hate" and a radical 
practitioner of what could be, as a specific manner 
of genocidal totalitarianism, named genocidal 
fascism or fascist genocidality - was accused 

because of (i) "participation in a common plan or 
conspiracy for the accomplishment of crime against 
peace", (ii) "planning, initiating and waging wars of 
aggression and other crime against peace", (iii) 
"war crimes", and (iv) "crimes against humanity", 
found guilty in all four topics, condemned to death, 
and was, consequently, executed October 16th, 
1946. 

Plainly spoken, this point of no return, 
allowing, and managing, the Holocaust as well as 
the Armenocide and the Serbocide - all of them 
ultimate breakdowns of any humanity and 
civilization under the shadow and the umbrella of 
two World Wars - is better never – and never again 
- to be reached. 
 
 
XII.     If it is not only true, but moreover the very 
truth, and finally nothing but the only truth that 
genocidal action/s and genocide policy is a matter 
of not only one generation, but of several 
generations according to both sides of the genocidal 
coin –perpetrators and victims – it is, by no means 
as “the last scene of all, that ends this strange and 
eventful history” (William Shakespeare) but as an 
integrative part incorporated in the genocidal 
process itself of extraordinary relevancy how 
humans born later (“die Nachgeborenen” [Bertolt 
Brecht]) are coping with the most destructive 
societal event of mankind, especially under the 
perspective of preventing that specific collective 
mass murder.  
 

Decades before Elie Wiesel publicly 
mentioned “the holocaust before the holocaust”, 
Joseph Guttmann, an exiled European Jew 
surviving the Holocaust, reminds us, some sixty 
years ago, that beyond all “uniqueness” of the 
Holocaust setting, especially given with the 
murderous German industry placed in occupied 
´Eastern´ Europe using gas chambers, several 
common features of Armenocide and Holocaust as 
successfully “organized attempt[s] to exterminate a 
whole ethnic group” could be detected (Guttmann 
1948, 3). Moreover, Guttmann worked not only out 
the opportunity structures for genocidal policy as 
given by the historical situation/s of World War and 
also points out the meaning of plundering acts, 
robbery of money, goods, property, and fortunes of 
the (expelled and) murdered victims for sponsoring 
the genocidal system and its war machinery, but 
also stresses relevant differences between the 
methods applied: when comparing genocidal 
actions and policy – a legitimate method even in the 
eyes of Daniel J. Goldhagen (who was wrongly 
attributed a ´true believer´ of the uniqueness-dogma 
for years) - the German genocidal business was 
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valued as ´scientific´ whereas the Turk one used 
more primitive, simple methods of traditional 
slaughter when executing their mass murder/s – an 
overwhelming aspect Michael J. Arlen (1975, 
243/244) describes as a technological paradigm 
(Albrecht [2002]): 
 
“Hitler´s Germany was to perfect the process of 
railway deportation and to develop the gas chamber 
and the crematoria [...] But in virtuality every 
modern instance of mass murder, beginning, it 
appears with the Armenians, the key element – 
which has raised the numerical and physic levels of 
the deed above the classic terms of massacre – has 
been the alliance of technology and 
communication.” 
 

When combined with a historical view which 
looks upon the Holocaust as ´the last stage´ of a 
process which started with the 30th of January, 
1933, when the state power was given over to the 
Nazi gang (Wendt 2006), not only the very lethal 
result – mass/serial killing in murder-factories 
down in the “wild” East since the autumn 1941 – 
can be of scholarly interest but also alls the steps 
foreshadowing and leading to the Holocaust 1941 
must be: sterilization under pressure, killing living 
human beings (children, oldies, gypsies, and others) 
arrested in clinics, and concentration camps, 
defined as ´not worth´ to live any longer … 

The German-American Historian of World 
War II, Gerhard Weinberg, stressed this aspect as 
the general one according to the historical situation 
(Weinberg 1995: 16): 

 
„Der Zweite Weltkrieg war […] Kampf darum, wer 
auf dieser Welt leben und über ihre Ressourcen 
verfügen sollte. Zugleich sollte entschieden werden, 
welche Völker völlig ausgelöscht werden würden, 
weil die Sieger sie als minderwertig oder störend 
ansahen.“  („World War II […] was the struggle for 
life in the sense of who should live on this planet 
and who should command its very resources. At the 
same time the decision should be made which 
peoples would have been annihilated completely 
because they were regarded as inferior and 
troublesome by the winners.”)  
 
XIII . What the world-wide Armenian community 
names “the white massacre” was, for decades, 
called “the forgotten genocide”, too. From a certain 
sociological standpoint any communication on 
genocide is formally regarded as a “second order”-
phenomenon (Dammann 2001), basically including 
relevant communication strategies of either denial 
or apologizing genocide as the main forms of 
defending against any involvement within 

genocidal action and policy, and its consequences, 
applied by the perpetrator-group. Some twenty 
years ago, Richard G. Hovannisian (1986, 111-
133), a prominent US-scholar of the Armenocide, 
sketched a historical five-step-model to describe the 
efforts of any Turkish state (whosoever may be her 
leading political figures), at that time ending with 
scholarly historian “revisionism” created for 
“clouding the past” – a defensive slogan which was 
in the last years since the beginning of the 21st 
century transformed into the Turkish demand for 
establishing a committee formed by governmentally 
selected Turkish and Armenian historians (of the 
two states) to detect whether the Armenocide 
1915/16 was genocidal policy as planned and 
organized by the Ottoman State - or not … indeed 
nothing else than an as cretinistic as bullshit idea. 

Most recently, the German researcher Mihran 
Dabag (2006) publicly accented that one of his own 
important – as scholarly as human – tasks as a 
student of genocide is to counter any denial of the 
crime: 
 
“This is a relevant aspect for developing effective 
strategies for preventing and blocking collective 
violence. Surprisingly, at a first glance, that 
potential genocidal actors will not be to deter as 
perpetrators from committing the crime by legal 
consequences. Because the crime of genocide 
develops its destructive effectiveness not primarily 
for the generation of the perpetrators but for the 
following generations aiming the societal future of 
the perpetrator-group.” 
 

Given this matter of fact, there is still a lot to 
be done according to Armenocide and Serbocide: 
For since the still existing “Türkiye Cumhuriyeti” 
was founded in [October 29th] 1923, every Turkish 
government and her (post-) Kemalistic policy, and 
ideology, sustainable denied the Armenocide as 
genocidal policy13 in the sense and meaning of the 
UN-convention (1948). “Hrvatska”, the follower 
state of historical fascist Croatia (1941-45) as 
founded in [October 8th] 1991, in fact two 
generations after her predecessor, is also - if not 
basically denying the fact of mass-murdered Serbs 
during World War II in general – particularly 
playing down what really happened in a manner of 
extremely hard-core obscurity.  
 

                                                 
13 Bayraktar & Seibel (2004) sketched a respectable 
description of that phenomenon of serial hard-core-
abnegatiation naming both historical facts and 
ideological fictions since 1918; a critical view on (Post-) 
Kemalism gives Anderson (2008) 
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XIV .  Denying genocide is, indeed, not only „a  
kind of double killing“: „the physical deed“ is 
„followed by the destruction of remembrance of the 
deed“ (Smith et.al. 1995) but in a way also the very 
last stage of any genocidal action and one of its 
structurally incorporated elements as a policy 
planned, and organized, by a state and not by true 
believers and other fanatics, militant liars, cultural 
desperadoes, psychopathic Lumpenintellektuelle, 
superfluous Mobführer, political and war criminals, 
criminal underworld, white trash (with or without 
cash) self-fancying as Herrenrassse, in short: all of 
that rabble scum of the earth as more or less small 
social groups and/or societal organizations 
belonging to the civil sectors of every - and above 
all the “hidden” – society14, but the policy of denial 
of empirical states like Croatia and Turkey 
(independently whether classified as potential 
“failed states” - or not - whenever valued by 
political sociologists).  
 

Given this setting, a lot remains to do, above 
all to make sure that Turkey and Croatia, both 

                                                 
14 Given the actual status of factual decomposition of 
(any image/s of) society in her “late modern age” 
(Anthony Giddens) - often most superficially described 
as ´postmodernity´ - as the very age of 
“individualization” and “globalization”, I may, as a 
social scientist and an “old”  European egg-head, 
emphasize at least three basic topics against such as 
bizarre as absurd ideas whenever proclaimed, expressing 
an terrifying engineer (mis)understanding not only of 
society but also of human acting and/or acting human/s 
as expressed extremely plastically in a phrase a former 
British Prime-Minister affirmed: “There is no such thing 
as society, only men and women and their families" 
(Margaret Thatcher): (i) first, society does exist, 
however, “does not exist of individuals but expresses the 
sum of relationships [and] conditions that the individual 
actor is forming” (Marx 1857/58, 176); (ii) moreover, 
whenever looking on consciousness,  "it is in fact not the 
consciousness dominating life but the very life 
dominating consciousness" (Marx [and] Engels 1845/46, 
27); and (iii) finally, the term technology as sketched by 
Carl Marx in his radical critique of the economical 
anatomy of capitalism in a footnote (1867) when 
describing, in his “Capital” (13th chapter: "Machinery 
and Great Industry") annotated on both conceptual and 
methodological aspects of any critical social science 
quite sophistically according to a grounded societal 
theory, and is by no means expressing mere (modern, 
applied etc.) engineering, mechanics, techniques, in 
short: a technical dimension, but, as technology, 
“discloses the active relation of man towards nature, as 
well as the direct process of production of his very life, 
and thereby the process of production of his basic 
societal relations, and of his own mentality and his 
images of society, too." (Marx 1867, 392/393) 
 

former political allies of Germany 1914-18 and 
1941-45, actually knocking on the EU´s door as 
potential new members, will accept, acknowledge, 
and recognize both crimenis magna - Armenocide 
and Serbocide - as genocidal policy planned and 
organized by their predecessor/s in state: ni más, ni 
menos. 
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The Problem of the Cosmopolitalism in Moldavian Soviet Socialist 
Literature (1949) 

 
 

M a r i u s  O.   T Ă R Î Ţ Ă
1 

 
At the General Assembly from the 6th and 7th of April 1949, the Union of Soviet Writers of Moldavia 

adopted a resolution in which there was condemned the Moldavian literary Cosmopolitanism. Was it a 
conscientious ‘war’ about which everybody knew or was it just a conjunctural attack? On the list of the guilty 
the main figures were V. Ruzhina from State University, D. Vetrov, poet, R. Portnoy, literary critic, A. 
Lukyanov, theater activist and others.  In this study we analyze the documents from the Writers’ Union Fund. 
Our conclusion is that in that context, one Stalinist literary group succedeed in marginalizing the other one. 
 
Keywords: Soviet Moldavia, Cosmopolitanism, Formalism, Aestheticism, Decadentism 
 
Introduction 

On1 the 6th and 7th of April 1949 in Chisinau 
there was organized an assembly of the Moldavian 
Union of Soviet Writers. Among the participants 
there were also the representatives of the Central 
Committee. After the report of P. A. Ipatenko, the 
responsible secretary of this union, during two days, 
a number of 22 writers exposed their critics or tried 
to defend them. The final resolution referred to the 
unpatriotic cosmopolites from Moscow – Y. 
Yuzovsky, A. Gurevich, G. Boyadzhiev, I. Altman 
(chief of the Moldavian Commission at the Union 
of Writers of Soviet Union), B. Yakovlev, D. Danin 
and others. After that it referred to the 
'cosmopolites-diversants' from the Moldavian 
Soviet literature. On the list of the accused there 
were Vadim Ruzhina, David Vetrov, Lev Chezza, 
Ramil Portnoy, Bogdan Istru, A. Lukyanov, I. 
Batov, G. Spataru, Mozes Kahana. A second chance 
was given to Zunya Sapunaru, Iosif Baltsan, Yurie 
Barzhanski and Leonid Kornyanu. There was also 
mentioned the wrong position of Ion Kanna and Ion 
D. Chobanu (Chebanu), who signed in September 
1948 in 'Советская Молдавия' an article with 
Batov. 

The phrases which were mainly used in the 
resolution in order to accuse them were the 
following ones: 'rootless cosmopolite’, 'intrigant', 
'aesthete', 'decadents', 'reactionary spirit of 
Aesthetics', 'snobbish', 'diversant', 'unpatriotic', 
'Cosmopolitan tendencies', 'pessimist', 'mistakes of 
Bourgeois national character', 'remains of old 
influences', 'political vermin’, 'limited group of 
'critics', 'nihilist attitude', 'Cosmopolitan unpa-triotic 
faces'. Finally, it was said that the 'General 
Assembly expresses its conviction that by cleaning 
its lines of rootless cosmopolites and Bourgeois 

                                                 
1 Researcher III, Institute of History, State and Law, 
Academy of Sciences of Moldova,  
 e-mail: mteritsa@hotmail.com 

nationalistic manifestations and making all the 
efforts for the future development of our Homeland 
Moldavian Socialist Literature, the writers of 
Moldavia will create artistic works with great ideas, 
which will represent the capability of the Stalinist 
age (AOSPRM 1949, 166). 

The radicalism of this General Assembly and 
its resolution are strange as less than 6 months 
earlier, on the 23rd-24th of November 1948, the 
writers had had a large session at the Central 
Committee of the Communist (Bolshevik) Party of 
Moldavia. After that, the responsible secretary of 
the Union of Writers became P. Ipatenko, who 
hasn’t participated at the literary life of the republic 
between March 1944 and November 1948. The 
main idea was that the writers had to finish their 
internal conflicts and to begin to write socialist and 
patriotic works. On the 15th of March 1949 at 
Moscow there appeared the article 'Bourgeois 
Cosmopolitanism and its reactionary role' by F. 
Chernov. As a quick reaction to this, the secretariat 
of the Union of Writers from Moldova organized 
the Assembly of writers from 6th-7th April 1949. The 
critics of the Cosmopolitanism referred mainly to 
the facts which were discussed and closed at the 
end of November 1948. Why? It is hard to say at 
this moment which was the interest and role of the 
Party in this, but by analyzing the discourses and 
paying attention to the conflicts from autumn 1946 
and autumn 1948, we will try in this paper to open a 
larger perspective to the discussed subject. 

In the Moldavian historiography the problem 
of the Cosmopolitanism wasn’t treated in detail. A. 
Dolghi wrote a study about Cosmo-politanism in 
historiography and the case of Narţov (Dolghi 
2008). P. Negură analized the period of 1946-1948 
from the perspective of the report of the writers 
with the Party and of the internal group conflicts 
(Negură 2003). R. Şevcenco wrote about the control 
of the Central Kommittee and the fight against 
Cosmopolitanism and Genetics (Şevcenco 2004). 
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The prehistory of resolution against Cosmo-
politanism 

In the preface of the first issue of the 
Moldavian literary review ‘Octombrie’ from 
January-April 1946 (Планул сталинист 1946, p. 
19), among the most important writers of the 
republic there were mentioned the poets A. Lupan, 
B. Istru, L. Delyanu, D. Vetrov, L. Kornyanu, G. 
Menyuk, Ya. Shternberg, Yakov Yaker and the 
novelists I. Kanna, I. Chobanu, Vladimir Galits, M. 
Altman and P. Schraibman. The only one who 
remained on the top in 1949 was Lupan. How was it 
possible that in such short time so many names of 
reference (in Soviet parameters) were marginalized 
or forgotten for several years? 

The first step of the eruption of conflict was 
linked with the Party’s resolution regarding the 
publications ‘Zvezda’ and ‘Leningrad’. The 
occasion appeared at the assembly of the writers 
and activists of art from the city Kishinev in 
September 1946. In his discourse, Nikolay G. 
Koval, secretary at the CK of the K(B)P of 
Moldavia, attacked the lack of adaptation ‘to the 
nowadays soviet life’ of many writers who used in 
their works topics from the past. These were 
‘Кодряну’ of Emilyan Bukov, ‘Шолтузул Граур’ 
of G. Menyuk, ‘Фэт Фрумос’ of V. Galits and 
others (Адунаря 1946). Koval mentioned that the 
works of Menyuk, Delyanu and Vetrov (the main 
indictees three years later in 1949!) had the stamp 
of symbolism, the indifference to politics and the 
lack of ideas from the western European works. The 
main critic of Vetrov at that assembly was Kanna, 
who referred to the volume ‘The way to Moldavia’. 
His arguments were mainly used in 1949 by the 
critics of Vetrov, when Kanna tried to defend this 
one. At the same assembly, Kanna, Istru and Lupan 
criticized Bukov for symbolism. 

At that moment, in 1946, Kanna still had a 
great authority, as the first ruler of the Union of 
Soviet Writers from Moldavia in 1945, and also its 
responsible secretary during the years of the Second 
World War. In September 1946 he was one of the 
leaders of the attack on symbolist and other western 
elements in the works of Moldavian writers. After 
that, on the 4th  of October 1946, Lupan and Istru 
replaced at the Union of Writers Bukov and Boris 
Trubetskoy. At that moment, Kanna and Istru didn’t 
know that their ally Lupan will be one of the main 
critics of their activity in 1949. 

The list of the criticized in 1946 was 
completed with Kahana, a Romanian-Hungarian 
writer who wrote a Proletarian novel in 1930-s – 
‘Tactics’, ‘about the fight of the Transylvanian 
workers’. His last article was appreciated as ‘bad’ 
and ‘hostile’ (Адунаря 1946). In the main article 

from the first page of ‘Молдова Сочиалистэ’ on 
the 6th of October 1946, there were mentioned such 
problems as symbolism, formalism and ‘foreign 
ideological influence’. The conclusion was that for 
the development of literature it was necessary to 
criticize the mistakes (Пентру калитатя 1946). On 
the12th of October on the first page of the same 
‘Молдова Сочиалистэ’ there appeared, as usually 
without signature, the recommendation to inspire 
from the history of the Moldavian people and the 
heroic deeds as M. Frunze, G. Kotovsky, A. 
Shchusev, M. Plugaryov, I. Soltis and B. Glavan 
(Пентру опере 1946). 

The results of this first conflict at the Union 
of Writers consisted in the replacement of the 
leadership and the attention paid to help (during the 
next months) Vetrov, Delyanu and Menyuk to 
improve their manner of writing.  

The next important conflict erupted in 
autumn 1948. In September that year in ‘Советская 
Молдавия’ there appeared an article signed by 
Kanna, Chobanu and Batov. ‘To eliminate once and 
for all the Bourgeois nationalism in the works of the 
Moldavian writers’ referred especially to Lupan, 
Bukov and Istru. The situation became so bad that 
on the 4th of October 1948 the CK of All-Union 
C(B)P  condemned this article in a resolution. N. G. 
Koval appreciated one month later that this article 
‘contributes to light up the nationalistic tendencies’ 
(О задачах 1948). Besides this, he mentioned 
’polemics without principles between the writers 
from eastern and western regions of republic’. 

It is possible that Kanna and Chobanu (main 
representatives of the ‘eastern regions’) tried to use 
the specific atmosphere of the 1948 Stalinist year in 
order to solve their problems with the ‘western 
regions’ group of writers. Also it is possible that as 
writers who formed themselves in the 1930s in 
Moldavian Soviet Socialist Autonomous Republic, 
they really saw ‘Bourgeois nationalism’ in the 
writings of the authors who lived in interwar 
Romania (and who pretended that they were 
illegalists in that period). Despite these, it is clear 
that the initiative of the attack belonged to Kanna 
and Chobanu. And as the assembly from the 6th-7th 
of April 1949 shows, this initiative was a mistake 
which was in full used by their opponents. A crucial 
point in all these was the resolution of CK of UC 
(B)P on the 4th of October 1948. It is still unclear 
for us, because we couldn’t consult the text of this 
resolution and the discussions of the leadership of 
the Soviet Union on it. It remains an opened 
question why CK condemned a typical Stalinist 
text. As Koval himself recognized on the 14th of 
November 1948 – ‘some writers idealize Feudal 
Moldavia, treat the peasantry in past and in the 
present as an homogeneous group, without taking 
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into account class differentiation, and are not able 
to show the Party and the soviet system’. ‘On the 
first plan there are promoted the national traditions, 
the gayduks and hospodars’ (О задачах 1948). 

At the conference inside the CK of K(B)P of 
Moldavia (23rd-24th of November 1948), the same 
Koval presented the writers the position of the CK. 
His main ideas were closer to what he said on the 
14th of November. He mentioned that writers as 
Kornyanu, Delyanu, Menyuk and Kahana, who 
earlier wrote well, were not participating to the 
literary life (AOSPRM 1948, 45, p. 8). He also 
underlined the lack of Bolshevik criticism and self-
criticism in literature and that writers were divided 
in ‘Besarabyans’ and those from the ‘left bank’ 
(AOSPRM 1948, 45, p. 9). He announced the 
change of the leadership of the Union of Writers 
and expressed the will to leave all the conflicts in 
the past and to work for the Soviet society. In the 
new structure Lupan received the function of the 
secretary of the Union. In his discourse he criticized 
Kanna and Chobanu for the ‘mistaken 
understanding of the literature with national form 
and socialist content’ (AOSPRM 1948, 45, p. 22). 
Kahana responded to the critics of Lupan, 
mentioned ‘the lack of principles’ of this and 
defended Chobanu. 

Chobanu tried to explain in his discourse that 
he didn’t signed the letter in ‘Советская 
Молдавия’ and that he wasn’t in the capital when it 
appeared. In fact he left at the newspaper an article 
about the poems of Bukov. He required that the 
commission should verify this fact. At this Koval 
asked him – ‘does this change your situation or 
minimize your guilt’? (AOSPRM 1948, 45, p. 124) 
At the conference there also participated one 
representative of the Union of Soviet Writers of the 
USSR – Borys Gorbatov. He criticized Chobanu 
and Lukyanov, the last one being appreciated as 
‘out of literature’ (AOSPRM 1948, 45, pp. 145-
146). About the article of Chobanu and Kanna he 
said that this one was also ‘diversionist’. After that 
he underlined that he considers that Chobanu had 
no Party spirit (AOSPRM 1948, 45, p. 150). The 
main accusation to Kanna was that in 20 years he 
hasn’t published in Russian at Moscow and that his 
work was artistically poor (AOSPRM 1948, 45, p. 
157). Finally Gorbatov said – ‘I think that after the 
conference the comrades will think about their 
mistakes and will draw conclusions. I wish you 
once again success’ (AOSPRM, 1948, 45, p. 163).  

Radul, the chief of the Propaganda and 
Agitation Section, said that it was important for the 
writers to recognize their mistakes. At the ending of 
the conference, Koval supported the main ideas of 
Gorbatov and Radul. There wasn’t adopted any 
resolution. The main change was the new structure 

of the leadership of the Union of Writers and 
simply the recommendations to improve their 
works, to become real Bolsheviks. It was also 
important that there was not a list of guilty writers. 
Kanna and Chobanu were mentioned several times, 
but except for the remarks of Gorbatov, everything 
was more or less between acceptable borders. It 
remains a question why Gorbatov was so radical 
with Kanna, Chobanu and Lukyanov, and if he was 
linked with one of the groups existing in the 
Moldavian literature. On the other hand, the 
division in ‘Bessarabyan’ writers and writers from 
the left bank was relative. Kornyanu was also from 
the left bank, but he attacked Kanna. As for Lupan 
and Bukov, even though both of them were 
‘Bessarabyans’, they nevertheless criticized each 
other. It is important for us to summarize that in 
fact there was no clear accusation of western 
influence on the 23rd-24th of November 1948.   
 
General Assembly of Writers. 6th-7th of April 1949 

On the 16th of March 1949 in the Moscovite 
journal ‘Bolshevik’ there appeared an article in 
which the Cosmopolitanism was criticized. Three 
weeks later at Kishinev there was organized the 
assembly of writers at which the cosmopolites and 
other elements in Moldavian literature were 
attacked. We consider that this action had the 
support of the Moldavian CK or at least of the 
Moldavian Section of Propaganda and Agitation. 
The question remains if these structures required 
such a fight against Cosmopolitanism in order to 
show Moscow that in the ‘cultural’ life of the 
republic everything was done the Stalinist way – or 
else the real reasons remain unknown. It is 
important that on the 24th of November 1948 
Gorbatov said from Moscow that the works of the 
Moldavian writers were less significant. So which 
could be the interest for organizing the attack on 
Cosmopolitanism in a small and maybe 
insignificant culture (from the perspective of 
Moscow’s Union of Writers)? On the other hand, it 
is also hard to understand why the critics decided to 
attack in such a radical Stalinist manner. 

After the report of Ipatenko, several writers 
held speeches. These were Kanna, Vetrov, 
Ponomary, Petru Zadneprov, Kahana, Lupan, 
Kiroshka, Viktor Kochetkov, Kornyanu, Lukyanov, 
Anatol Guzhel, Petrya Darienko, Berestov, 
Barzhansky, Aleksandru Kozmesku, Chezza, 
Sapunaru, Florian, Bukov, Portnoy, Baltsan and 
Mihnea. Kanna tried to defend himself. In his 
discourse he used two tactics – on the one hand he 
recognized his mistakes, but on the other hand he 
attacked his critics. It is also important to underline 
that Kanna hadn’t criticized any cosmopolite. He 
simply referred to his article from September 1948.  
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‘This resolution was not written only for 
Kanna, and not only for Cheban, and not only for 
Batov, it was written for all us together’ 
(AOSPRM, 1949, p. 4). After that he criticized 
without naming the Moldavian writers who were 
several times in Moscow and met with Altman. The 
only person whom he attacked frontally was 
Portnoy, who wrote an article in which he reduced 
the works of Kanna to zero. Finally Kanna 
criticized ‘Литературная газета’ and Evgenov 
from Moscow, defended Istru and accused several 
communist activists from Kishinev.  

Vetrov expressed his shock about what was 
going on. He asked the audience – ‘which of my 
articles were political and cosmopolite’? (AOSPRM 
1949, p. 14)  At the end he denied that he was 
friends with Ruzhina and mentioned that they only 
signed one article together in one review from 
Moscow. We suppose he was interrupted, because 
his discourse ends unexpectedly.  

The report of Ipatenko was clearly backed 
by Lupan. He criticized Kahana, Chebanu, Vetrov 
and his protectors Kanna and Chezza. After that he 
stopped on the article on formalism written by 
Portnoy, on Bukov’s formalism, on the ‘criminal 
mistakes’ of Istru, on the grammar of Chebanu etc. 
Other writers who spoke, and who were not on the 
bench of the accused, attacked mainly the literary 
critic from the State University from Kishinev – 
Ruzhina. He was a specialist in Cosmopolitanism 
and a principle defender of the ‘socialist values’. 
Despite this, he was accused as the main ‘rootless 
cosmopolite’. It is important that he hadn’t come to 
the assembly of writers and hadn’t defended his 
position. 

Analyzing the speeches we can conclude 
that Kanna, Chobanu, Vetrov and partially Kahana 
were in some type of relation and were a group. But 
in this case this was not a well defined group. The 
other indictees – Ruzhina, Portnoy, Chezza, 
Lukyanov and Istru – were individual players and 
maybe this is why it was easier to attack them. Why 
were they accused? Being in some way ‘pluralist’, 
were they inconvenient to the main group which 
was closer to domination? Was it a conscientious 
war about which everybody knew or was it just a 
conjunctural attack (linked with the 16th of March 
1949)? We can’t appreciate this precisely now (it 
could be possible maybe after consulting some 
documents of the CK and of the Propaganda and 
Agitation Committee), but the only thing which is 
clear here is that the attack was well prepared. The 
prosecutors knew whom to attack and for what. On 
the other hand, the speeches of the majority of the 
accused show that what happened was unexpected 
for them.  

Also it is important to mention that some of 
the arguments were well selected. The attack on 
Vetrov was a renewed version of the Kanna’s 
discourse from September 1946. But in April 1949 
Kanna himself was accused for protecting Vetrov. 
The critics linked to Lukyanov were a repetition of 
what Moscovite writer Gorbatov said about him in 
November 1948. Also many ideas from autumn 
1948, which referred to the Moldavian literature in 
general, were used now against the list of accused 
writers. 

In the final resolution of the assembly from 
the 6th-7th of April 1949, Ruzhina was named a 
‘rootless cosmopolite’ who ‘acted in closest 
relationship with the aesthete and decadent Vetrov’. 
The last one was also appreciated as ‘unpatriotic’. 
About Chezza it was said that he had nothing to do 
with the ‘socialist culture’. Portnoy was an unclear 
critic who had ‘cosmopolite tendencies’. The poet 
Istru had mistakes of ‘nationalist Burgeoise 
character’ and Kahana was simply on ‘mistaken 
positions’. Lukyanov was marked as intrigant. 
Kanna and Chobanu were mentioned only as 
authors of the article which they signed with Batov, 
and which was condemned by the CK. 

This last moment is very important. It 
shows that the victorious party did not have the 
power to marginalize these two writers at that 
moment. On the other hand, the majority of the 
discourses show that beside Ruzhina and Vetrov, 
Kanna and Chobanu were the main accused ones. 
Kanna had a great authority among simple people at 
that moment and Chobanu mainly worked at the 
Institute of Language, Literature and History. They 
still remained in some way intangible at that 
moment. Maybe this is why the prosecutors, under 
the leadership of Ipatenko (and having the support 
of some writers from Moscow), decided to 
eliminate the socialist ‘pluralism’ which existed at 
that moment in Moldavian literature. This is the 
reason for which such individualists like Ruzhina, 
Vetrov, Istru, Kahana, Chezza and Portnoy had to 
be marginalized or eliminated. 

In the final resolution there was no 
stipulation regarding who had to be eliminated, but 
it was underlined that the ‘general assembly of the 
writers of Moldavia considered necessary to smoke 
out and to drive away from our literature the 
rootless cosmopolites’ (AOSPRM 1949, p. 165).     

 
Conclusions 

Using the favorable context, a well-organized 
group of Stalinist writers from the Moldavian 
Soviet literature tried to marginalize or eliminate all 
the antagonistic or neutral figures from the 
literature. As a result of Chernov’s article published 
in Moscow on the 16th of March, a list of critics and 
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writers were accused of Cosmopolitanism, western 
influence or simply serious mistakes. The General 
Assembly from the 6th and 7th of April 1949 
showed that Kanna, Chobanu, Ruzhina, Lukyanov, 
Vetrov, Istru, and Chezza were not prepared to 
defend themselves. As they were Stalinist writers, 
the accusations they had heard were unexpected. 
The writers mostly attacked in the discourses of the 
participants were Kanna, Chobanu, Ruzhina and 
Vetrov. 

Kanna and Chobanu still remained in some 
way intangible at that moment. Maybe this is the 
reason for which the prosecutors, under the 
leadership of Ipatenko (and having the support of 
some writers from Moscow), decided to eliminate 
all other inconvenient figures. This is also the 
reason why such individualists like Ruzhina, 
Vetrov, Istru, Kahana, Chezza and Portnoy had to 
be marginalized or eliminated. The final conclusion 
stipulated that the ‘general assembly of the writers 
of Moldavia considered necessary to smoke out and 
to drive away from our literature the rootless 
cosmopolites’. The future studies of the events 
following this assembly could show if the victory of 
this group of writers was definite and complete. 
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Literary Exile and the Ethics of Oblivion1 
 
 

N i c o l e t a    S Ă L C U D E A N U
2 

 
Abstract. Is to be observed that while, in conditions of freedom, post-war France experienced 

transfiguration by washing its sins related to the Vichy government, restoring on the deserved place a natural 
and progressive attitude of left, the oppressive regime established in Romania, by recoil, pushed the only 
Romanian intellectual enclave in liberty to refold to the right, with unnatural and toxic capillary connections 
with extremisms. The state of exile strengthens those feelings. It goes without saying that all other institutions of 
exile coalesced around them intellectuals who shared the same historical trauma and gravitated, with very few 
exceptions, around the same right-wing political beliefs. The entire West of that times seemed blind and deaf to 
the problems of captive countries behind the Iron Curtain. Separately to the "forget ethics" - the war left an 
unbearable memory - as beneficiaries of prosperity due to the Marshall Plan of economic rehabilitation, funded 
by U.S.,  those in Western Europe had no mood, no curiosity to know what was  really happening in the new 
communist countries. 
 
Keywords: dissidence, exile, United States, Soviet Union, Radio Free Europe, Iron Guard, communism, Iron 
Courtain, Marxism, Marshall Plan, Cold War 
 

Rezumat. Franţa de după al doilea război era interesată să şteargă din propria conştiinţă 
colaboraţionismul cu ocupantul german, mult mai amplu decât rezistenţa franceză, şi, totodată, „păcatele” 
guvernului de la Vichy. Pe de altă parte, pentru francezii democraţi, regimul fascist reprezenta o rană încă 
deschisă, încă nevindecată. Principalele curente de idei în Franţa postbelică erau, în mod cât se poate de 
previzibil, antifasciste şi de sorginte marxistă. În contrapartidă, regimul opresiv instalat la Bucharest împingea, 
prin recul, enclava de libertate intelectuală instalată în exil către dreapta, uneori cu inflexiuni de extremă 
dreaptă, aşadar o coloratură politică cu semn contrar faţă de mediul ideologic în mijlocul căruia trăia. În tot 
acest timp, întregul Occident părea orb şi surd la problemele ţărilor captive în spatele cortinei de fier. Pe lângă 
„etica uitării” – războiul lăsase în urmă o memorie insuportabilă – ca beneficiari ai prosperităţii datorate 
planului Marshall de reabilitare economică, finanţat de americani, cei din Europa occidentală nu aveau nici 
cheful, nici curiozitatea de a şti ce se întâmplă cu adevărat în noile ţări comuniste. 

 
Cuvinte cheie: disidenţă, exil, Statele Unite, Uniunea Sovietică, Radio Europa Liberă, Garda de Fier, 
comunism, Cortina de Fier, marxism, planul Marshall, Războiul Rece 
 

* 
Romanian1 literary exile, by institutions and 

its voices, had a political affiliation with the 
opposite sign to the ideological environment, 
showing "exotic" guidelines for a cultural climate in 
a France emerged victorious from an anti-fascist 
war. And, be said, the majority of its members, and 
the most visible of them, were of or acquired later 
(the case of Monica Lovinescu and Virgil Ierunca) 
strong right views, some of them being even former 
Legionnaires, and in a number that is not negligible. 
It would be wrong to judge their beliefs from the 
perspective of today, because they belong to a 
completely different historical context. We find 
only a major incompatibility between our exile and 

                                                 
1 This paper is suported by the Sectorial Operational 
Programme Human Resources Development (SOP 
HRD), financed from the European Social Fund and by 
the Romanian Government under the contract number 
SOP HRD/89/1.5/S/59758.  

the political environment in which they lived. 
Besides a proper balancing retrospective analysis is 
desirable, and its evanescent formula, very close to 
fair 2attitude, in a conversation with Virgil Nemo-
ianu, is given by Sorin Antohi: “When I judge 
Eliade of being too close to the Iron Guard, for 
example, I do not do it in an anachronistic manner: 
not to blame him for his attachments from the 
perspective of a poster that knows that the 
Holocaust happened, but I always try to judge him 
in his time. But on the other hand, it is impossible 
to totally disassociate Eliade's presence near the 
Legionary Movement and from the deadly 
consequences of the Iron Guard, the historic trend 
in which the Guard was registered” (Nemoianu 
2009, p. 110). Especially, one can add, the more 

                                                 
2 Researcher I, Institute for Social-Human Sciences 
“Gheorghe Şincai” of the Romanian Academy, Târgu-
Mureş. 
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ideological lines passed naturally and subsequent 
transfiguration, created lineages and continuity 
which is transmitted through the cultural schools to 
this day. 

As about the institutions of exile, by far the 
oldest and most widely attended was the church. 
The cathedral "St. Archangels Michael, Gabriel and 
Raphael", located in the Latin Quarter, on the street 
Jean de Beauvais no. 9, was built in the XIV 
century as a former chapel of the College Dormans-
Beauvais that Carol I of Romania will buy in 1882 
and transfer the Romanian Orthodox parish here. 
This cathedral will become a "national shrine of 
Romanians in France and Western Europe". "With 
the arrival of Gheorghiu-Dej, through its embassy 
in Paris, the communist government will seek the 
church property and the right to appoint priests here 
and even try to turn the building into a mere 
museum of Romanian culture. Despite resistance of 
the believers, the church will remain closed for two 
years, during which it breaks under the jurisdiction 
of the Romanian Patriarchy and only the 
intervention of the French and the Parish Council 
will make her job to officiate again. "Father Vasile 
Boldeanu is"the emblematic figure of this church, 
which became an anti-communist center of 
resistance where all refugees were gathered. Priest 
Vasile Boldeanu is one who, by his conduct, gave 
the cathedral the character and the name of “Church 
of exile”. (wordpress 2009) But father Vasile 
Boldeanu was also the head of the Romanian 
Legionnaires in the France those years, according to 
Paul Miron, another important intellectual of the 
Romanian exile. (Miron 2010, 372). Here he was 
ordained priest in 1966, and served Constantin 
Virgil Gheorghiu, a successful novelist in the West, 
author of the novel The 25th Hour, a highly 
controversial figure and a character on the edge of 
imposture. That does not mean that the Romanian 
church in Paris was a nostalgic nest of legionnaires, 
it was attended by all categories of exiles, being a 
support and a benchmark for all of them. But also, 
in political terms, it stood, through the amount of 
the ideological beliefs of priests and parishioners, 
on the right spectrum, so in total mismatch with the 
French ideological trends. It was an island of 
conservatism in the middle of a sea of 
Progressivism. 

There are talks about this paradox in the 
book of dialogues with Christian Bădili ţă, Theodor 
Cazaban, a prominent exile, contributor with 
cultural and political programs to Radio Free 
Europe, Legionnaire himself who wants to define 
himself as a "democratic Legionnaire". Specifies 
Theodor Cazaban (with quite quarrelsomeness in 
what concerns his countrymen in the country, in his 
opinion in bad political position after the fall of 

communism), “I said at the beginning of these lines 
that Romanians in exile kept their roots, which the 
Romanians from the country no longer have much. 
But I must add immediately that this new rooting in 
exile had cost a heavy price - the price of freedom 
itself. Almost all exiles that wanted - and succeeded 
to a point - to preserve their being Romanian 
became at some point captive in the free world. 
Why? Because Western freedom, for them, could 
not have any tangible meaning as long as they, like 
Romanians, felt restricted. It is said that the true 
freedom is the spiritual one, and that any oppressive 
regime can not hurt. True. But equally true is the 
complementary statement: captivity takes no notice 
of circumstances. A man may feel trapped, really 
trapped in a world completely free. Romanian 
radical exile lived in the free world panicked as a 
canary in a cage without the gate. In fact, only he 
knew was that the cage gives to another cage, 
impossible to detect by others, a real cage, tightly 
locked. For the exiled Eastern Europe does not end 
at the Austrian border, but even on the Dniester. 
Western cage, luxuriously decorated, comfortable, a 
space of total freedom is for him the center of a 
gulag. This feeling of captivity in the free world is 
accompanied by an acute sense of helplessness”. 
(Cazaban 2002, 13) Is to be observed that while, in 
conditions of freedom, postwar France experienced 
transfiguration by washing its sins related to the 
Vichy government, restoring on the deserved place 
a natural and progressive attitude of left, the 
oppressive regime established in Romania, by 
recoil, pushed the only Romanian intellectual 
enclave in liberty to refold to the right, with 
unnatural and toxic capillary connections with 
extremisms. The state of exile strengthens those 
feelings. Thus, for example, Theodor Cazaban took 
exponentially as a Romanian intellectual in exile, 
although living in a free world occupied with 
healing its wounds and reconstructing its future, he 
clung to the past preserving, forcing its continuity, 
somewhat against nature. This was a natural 
rejection of totalitarianism that had just knocked in 
his country. This was the cage of the Romanian 
exile. 

It goes without saying that all other 
institutions of exile coalesced around them  
intellectuals who shared the same historical trauma 
and gravitated, with few exceptions (Constantin 
Amăriuţei was a sympathizer of the left), around 
the same right-wing political beliefs. One of the 
most important Romanian institutions in France 
was Centre Roumain de Recherches, which 
occupied a small room on Boulevard Saint-
Germain, and whose first president was Mircea 
Eliade. "It was an institution created by diaspora, of 
paramount importance, was the first which linked 
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with French intellectuals. Octavian Vuia, Costin 
Deleanu... Most money was given by Prince 
Nicolae, was also the former Metropolitan of 
Bukovina, who lived in exile, Visarion Puiu." It is 
curious how a cultural organization founded in 
large part by the Legionnaires (there are known the 
sympathies and affiliations of Mircea Eliade, 
Octavian Vuia and Costin Deleanu) will be the one 
to initiate the first interaction, in terms of 
institutional, with the French intelligentsia. The fact 
is that there were held fortnightly conferences on 
various topics, and sometimes there were invited 
leading French intellectuals. Theodor Cazaban, 
being one of the last entertainers of the Center, 
makes a brief history. The Romanian Centre for 
Research was established in 1949. He had a very 
remarkable patronage. I remember Benedetto 
Croce, Dámaso Alonso, Gabriel Marcel, Martin 
Heidegger, Eugenio d'Ors, Eliade, who would later 
take the presidency. After his death it has not been 
replaced. Romanian Center for Research was 
oriented towards philosophy, but had no means to 
get publications. Only two numbers appeared in the 
“Bulletin” of the Center and some texts were 
published in "Jurnalul literar". Then, an important 
book of Noica, Stories about Hegel, its exact title 
being The Phenomenology of Spirit Told by C-tin 
Noica. The second book, written by Octavian Vuia 
is called Remonter aux sources de la pensée 
occidentale, and somewhat summarizes the issues 
discussed again and again at the Romanian 
Research Center. Paul Costin Deleanu insisted on 
the tradition of “the paradoxical thinkers ...” 
(Cazaban 2002, 107-108) Unusual is that, even if its 
nucleus consisted of active legionaries, some very 
close by Horia Sima, as Octavian Vuia and Costin 
Deleanu3, the participants to the conferences were 
Romanian and foreign intellectuals, whatever their 

                                                 
3 Costin Deleanu was a close associate of Horia Sima, 
even during war, as the latter confesses: "We had among 
us a bunch of brilliant scholars, known since in the 
country. The head of the radio show was Crişu Axente, 
Doctor of Law from Paris, helped by Paul Costin 
Deleanu, doctrine and director of a magazine, and the 
renowned poet Horia Stamatu. We established a work 
program. From time to time I met with them to show 
them what issues should be treated with priority. But 
there was no need of my intervention, for themselves, 
through their training and their political sense, were 
directing faultless in sorting information and choice of 
subjects to treat. The Romanian broadcast of the Danube 
Radio was heard with great interest in the country, 
provoking strong reactions against invaders from the 
East "(Horia Sima, Guvernul Naţional Român de la 
Viena, conf. 
http://www.fgmanu.ro/Carti/338/capitol_toate). 
 

 

political orientation, somehow evoking the 
atmosphere of the ecumenical conferences of the 
interwar “Criterion” group. Theodor Cazaban 
describes this paradox with fun: "He was a bad 
Legionnaire (about Paul Costin Deleanu, MN, NS). 
At the Romanian Centre for Research lectured a 
former Social Democrat, Jacques Scharff 
(Şerbeanu), Jew, also a friend of mine, Anton 
Sigmund Cerbu and his wife, Eliza, specialists of 
first class in Far East, both Eliade's admirers; then, 
Marcel Leibovici, also a specialist in Far East, 
Robert Klein, very interesting, especially in art 
criticism, pupil of Francastel. “All these Hebrew 
were chaired by Paul Costin Deleanu and did not 
feel embarrassed.” (Cazaban 2002, 109) 
 Famous in its own way was the Neuilly-
sur-Seine literary club, “a unique and successful 
initiative”, as Theodor Cazaban says. It “has its 
roots in a coffee shop. [...] Here come people the 
quality of Eliade, Fărcăşanu, Ierunca, Cioran at the 
beginning. But Cioran was a savage, he did not 
stay. This small club, at the initiative of father 
Bârlea, moved to the United Church Hostel, the 
only institution in Paris that had a local. In this 
room dependent to the Greek Catholic Church came 
Eliade, Anton Cerbu, Buhociu, Deleanu, Horia 
Stamatu, Mihai Niculescu, Nicu Caranica. We read 
fiction, poetry. The first part of Mircea Eliade’s 
novel, Mântuleasa Street, was read there, and the 
last part at home to my friend M. Arcade [...] Eliade 
came with thirst and joy from Chicago to Paris to 
read Romanian literature.” (Cazaban 2002, 112-
113) Most of the time the literary club was held, by 
the courtesy of Leonid Mămăligă, known with the 
pseudonym as a writer of LM Arcade, at his home 
in Paris. This meetings were attended by exiled 
writers in their majority but also, later were invited 
writers from the country who were visiting Paris 
and had the courage to interact with the cultural 
elite that was disavowed by the Bucharest regime. 
Such links between home and exile were kept at 
constant temperature so the exchange of 
information, ideas, experience has been maintained 
continuously on both sides. This exchange of ideas 
is evoked in its talks with Ovidiu Nimigean by Paul 
Miron, in terms of balance and even evoking the 
fun somewhat Teutonic stories, reminiscent of 
tricks that animated the literary club Junimea: “It 
was a very pleasant atmosphere in which I 
occasionally bring some students of mine - for them 
was like a funfair, very nice! I remember that one 
of them succeeded, with a ball of thread, or string 
that he found there, absolutely unmotivated, in this 
room for receptions, to tie to each participant an 
empty bottle. At one point, when they stood to 
applaud, the bottles collided! So, somehow...  
frivolous.” (Miron 2010, 323-324) It's a game of 
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ambiguity in the attribute "frivolous" which teases 
both the literary circle and the seriousness of the 
group of students from the University of Freiburg, 
where was Paul Miron Professor of Romanian 
language and literature. Undoubtedly however, is 
that this circle has played an important role not only 
in the cultural life of Romanian emigration, but was 
actually one of the few areas where people of 
Romanian culture from beyond and the side of the 
border, could meet and know each other. Some of 
the survival strategies of the Romanian culture from 
everywhere were tailored just in the literary club of 
Leonid Mămăligă. “There wasn’t a French-
Romanian circle” points Paul Miron, but French 
guests or from other countries still came, besides 
the Romanians passing through Paris. But "one of 
the most virulent Romanians in Paris was the editor 
of “Romania muncitoare”, a socialist magazine, 
was Mr. Amăriuţei (Constantin Amăriuţei, friend of 
Virgil Ierunca, MN, NS). (...); he brought from time 
to time some Frenchmen, some pretty pissed, all 
socialists, who could not make their ideas known in 
French, they could not change the structure of the 
Circle.” Obviously, the circle has an “homogeneity” 
of “ ţiganiada”, but, undoubtedly, "the atmosphere 
was very pleasant, hostilities were given oblivion in 
favor the trial of discovering new writers.” Another 
cultural society which was founded by exiled 
Romanians was the Romanian Academic Society, 
based in Rome. It was founded by Bishop Bârlea 
and the Secretary was Professor Mircea Popescu. It 
was publishing „Revista scriitorilor români” („The 
Romanian Writers Journal”) and academic journal 
collections such as, "Magna Historica" and "Magna 
Philologica". Also, in Madrid, there was the 
Romanian-Spanish Foundation, an initiative of 
Aurel Rauţă.  
 Another important institution of the exiled 
was the Romanian Library in Freiburg, set at “1 
May 1949, from the initiative of Professor Virgil 
Mihăilescu and with the support of prestigious 
intellectuals, people of heart and Romanian anti-
Communist fighters in Freiburg, West Germany 
and of the content of what is called the Free World. 
In addition to the effort taken to have an own 
headquarters, first materialized in the villa donated 
by AS Prince Nicholas, on Mercy Straße, then the 
current building, in Uhland Strasse 7, D-79102 
Freiburg i Br., (Bought in the report: 1/3 through 
their own effort - with the help of generous-exile 
and emigration, a / 3 by contributing 
Badenwürtenberg Land and 1/3 the contribution of 
Western Germany), the library received or 
purchased, ranked and hoarded, borrowed and made 
available to universities, research institutions, 
Romanian, German and other individual researchers 
interested throughout the communist dictatorship in 

the East, what was published in exile and 
emigration from Romania, implicit in Western 
media on Romanian and related issues - regardless 
of political spectrums where the authors and those 
concerned belonged to - and, in addition , 
everything that could accumulate and save the 
documentary heritage, scientific, cultural, literary, 
journalistic, artistic or other of Romania before the 
establishment of communist terror, values that in 
the RPR, RSR, etc. MSSR, have become 
inaccessible, banned or have been deliberately 
destroyed.”4 

In addition to these Romanian cultural 
institutions, there existed also organizations that 
have been created by politicians in exile of all 
colors such as the League of Free Romanians, led 
by General Nicolae Rădescu, and then by Mihail 
Fărcăşanu, organization which was joined, among 
other intellectuals, by Mircea Eliade. Somewhat 
rival, Romanian National Committee was led, at the 
initiative of King Michael I, by Constantin 
Vişoianu. Both were based in the United States. A 
significant detail: the Romanian National 
Committee, when its funds have blocked, was 
subsidized by the American Central of Radio Free 
Europe. Besides, as indicated by Theodor Cazaban, 
“All countries in the East have such National 
Committees funded by U. S. They were later to 
form Captive Nations Association, headquartered 
quite good, New York, right in front of the palace 
of UNO.” (Cazaban 2002, 96) These organizations 
were editing the newspapers of emigrations, in the 
specific case of the Romanian emigration it was 
„La Nation Roumaine”.  
 Returning to the political predispositions of 
a France emerged from the war, as Tony Judt points 
out, “different histories of anthropology, political 
science (not yet appeared in France a separate 
discipline of political science) were dominated by 
people trained after the second world War. People 
who studied at the Superior Normal School 
between - say - '48 and '55.” Were most leftists. In 
addition, the entire West seemed blind and deaf to 
the problems of captive countries behind the Iron 
Curtain. Separately to the "forget ethics" - the war 
left an unbearable memory - as beneficiaries of 
prosperity due to the Marshall Plan of economic 
rehabilitation, funded by U.S., Western Europe had 
no mood, no curiosity to know what is really 
happening in the new communist countries. Is there 
a kind of selfishness of developed countries of 
Western Europe? For example Judt had appeared 
shocked at the time, that "after what happened in 

                                                 
4 conf. http://www.asiiromani.com/stiri-diaspora/ 
germania/8732-biblioteca-roman-din-freiburg-la-62-de-
ani.html. 
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Prague in August 1968, almost no one talked about 
these events. There wasn’t, of course, a total 
silence, but for the most "Prague Spring", as 
Dahrendorf said, was a bourgeois spring. That does 
not really have anything to do with Western 
revolution ". In fact, the Prague Spring and the May 
'68 revolts in Paris, as complaints, were both 
justified, as legitimate as the seemingly antithetical. 
Judt was shocked by "the indifference, and 
cynicism about what was happening in Eastern 
Europe". As a reflection of a guilty conscience or 
not, "from 1956 to the mid-60s", the interest of 
French intellectuals went rather to Third World 
problems and the war in Algeria. "After '68 some 
realized, however, that something is moving in this 
area (Eastern Europe, MN, NS), but - says Judt - a 
whole tradition of forgetting had already 
established". Solzhenitsyn's arrival will change the 
perception. After his interviews, books translated 
into French, a small earthquake occurs in 
consciousness. In the "Nouvel Observateur" is an 
editorial by Jean Daniel, "Oh! How I could not 
figure out what it happened? "Not that he did not 
know what happened, but" only Solzhenitsyn gave 
us a vocabulary to talk about all this. "Until then, 
interest in the situation of the East was almost zero. 
Judt speaks of a "Yalta of mind", that after 1945 
“this part of the world becomes less interesting, 
included automatically in the Soviet world to 
simplify the analysis” and “the eastern area of 
Vienna was a nebula." Politically, on the other 
hand, in the view of Judt, “the second element of 
the postwar situation that facilitated the 
construction of Europe was the Cold War. Since 
1947, for most European leaders became clear that 
the Soviet Union was a serious threat to Eastern 
Europe and that, if only for their own protection, 
Western European countries had to create some 
kind of alliance between them first, and then with 
the United States.” 
 It is rather easy to guess the frustration of 
the two Parisian critics, Monica Lovinescu and 
Virgil Ierunca, unable to make their voices heard, to 
make known their own country drama in the hands 
of the Soviets, voices drowned, lost in a Marxist 
intellectual tumult. This frustration led to a kind of 
radical political intransigence, unable to understand 
French policy, no longer able to perceive nuances, 
even after left-wing French political language 
begins to differentiate. This idiosyncrasy of both of 
them regarding the political left will always remain, 
even despite the fact that, and there is another 
paradoxical feature, as evidenced by the memoirs 
and journals of exiled Romanian (M. Lovinescu, 
Dumitru Ţepeneag, Sanda Stolojan, Paul Goma, 
Virgil T ănase), political struggle was supported, in 
the utmost, just by the press on the left side, “What 

is more humiliating for the communist regime in 
Bucharest” - says Mircea Iorgulescu, in a chapter of 
his book, Tangenţiale, dedicated to the Journal of 
Monica Lovinescu. This is an explicable 
peculiarity, being known that the policy of left was 
more open to the pronounced problems of political 
or social injustice. The fact is that Monica 
Lovinescu and Virgil Ierunca, the Parisian 
outstanding literary critics, pushed by 
circumstances, will despise pluralism of political 
debate in France, choosing the right sort of an 
inflexible, suspicious radicalism; something as 
possible “exotic” for those years of post-war Paris. 
 In part, the intransigence of anti-communist 
post-communism after 1989, among Romanian 
intellectuals, phobic to any shade of left through to 
deny any legitimacy to all came from this 
doctrinaire area, even with the risk of contradicting 
the idea of political pluralism. But we must say that 
this political inflexibility comes from a great 
solidarity. For that, referring to the political 
intransigence of Lovinescu-Ierunca spouses, Mircea 
Iorgulescu noted that not this intransigence will 
govern their relations with the writers from the 
country, but a sublime brotherhood; “A fraternal 
shared struggle unites Lovinescu and her visitors 
from Romania, even more than the directions of the 
great planetary confrontation in which this fight is 
just one episode. Not only intellectual and literary 
affinities or differences are listed in the 
background, but also the ideological and political 
ones. One of the great revelations of Monica 
Lovinescu’s diary is that one is unable to specify 
the political identity of all his characters, except the 
author and Virgil Ierunca. They both are, without 
doubt, definitely anti-communist, and definitely 
anti-left. But as such are defined almost exclusively 
by reference to the French political space. 
Reflections and observations about the socialist 
president François Mitterrand, about the socialist 
government, about the various socialist leaders are 
distinguished by a radicalism often pushed to 
cruelty (“I do not know what injury would fit 
better”, notes Monica Lovinescu at a time about 
Mitterrand); instead, when right-wing opposition 
wins the municipal elections in Paris the event is 
recorded with apparent satisfaction: “we vote and 
we win for the first time. Chirac's list won the first 
round and we get rid of the communist mayor that 
we have since we live here. (...) Opposition ecomes 
majority in the rest of France also. Perhaps with no 
trace, but comforting.” However the anti-left 
attitude, constant and virulent, does not alter the 
judgment on events. Monica Lovinescu "hates" 
François Mitterrand, but notes honestly every 
situation when the French Socialist president takes 
a position against the regime in Bucharest, against 
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Soviet policy or in favor of dissidents. Even if she 
can not control amazement, as happens during a 
visit made by Mitterrand in Moscow. “Incredible 
surprise” exclaimed Monica Lovinescu, "Mitterrand 
during the talks with Chernenko spoke about 
Sakharov, and on Afghanistan, and the need of 
Pershing missiles," he was "the first Western head 
of state who does!". Surprise or perhaps 
misunderstanding of the fine policies pursued by 
the «Florentine», as was said, the French president, 
a great lover of literature and writers, let us 
remember…” (Iorgulescu 2004, 141) Moreover 
Mitterrand will be one of the few French politicians 
who will be involved rather than formal, concrete 
as possible even in matters of Romanian dissidence.  
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Daily Life under Ceausescu in the Memory of the Postcommunist 
Period. A Methodological Perspective1 

 
 

A n d i  E m a n u e l    M I H A L A C H E
2 

 
Abstract. My study deals with the evolution that Nicolae Ceauşescu’s memory has seen between 1990 

and 2007, following his association with and then his dissociation from the image that the Romanians have 
about their standard of life in the last years of communism.  

My essay aims to answer a few questions: how does Nicolae Ceausecu’s memory persist today? Do 
Romanians make any difference any more between the period 1965-1989 and the personality that dominated it? 
With the help of which elements do they evoke those years? How do we explain the fact that the main criterion 
of comparison between the communist and the postcommunist regimes is everyday life? 

 
Keywords: memory, Postcommunist, stereotypes, historiography, life 
 

Rezumat. În studiul de faţă am urmărit evoluţia memoriei lui Nicolae Ceauşescu între anii 1990 şi 2007, 
urmând asocierea şi apoi disocierea faţă de imaginea pe care românii şi-au făcut-o despre standardul lor de viaţă 
în ultimii ani ai comunismului. 

Articolul acesta încearcă să răspundă câtorva întrebări, precum: în cel fel persistă amintirea lui Nicolae 
Ceauşescu în zilele noastre? Mai fac Românii vreo diferenţă între perioada 1965-1989 şi personalitatea care a 
dominat-o? Care sunt elementele de care se folosesc ei pentru a evoca această perioadă? Cum se explică faptul 
că principalul criteriu în compararea regimului comunist cu cel postcomunist este viaţa de zi cu zi? 

 
Cuvinte cheie: memorie, postcomunism, stereotipuri, istoriografie, viaţă 
 

*  
I.    My 1 study deals2 with the evolution that Nicolae 
Ceauşescu’s memory has seen between 1990 and 
2007, following his association with and then his 
dissociation from the image that the Romanians 
have about their standard of life in the last years of 
communism. But to succeed in doing that, I will 
first try to place my investigation in a favourable 
epistemic and methodological frame-work. 

Initially absent from sociological works, 
anthropology only discovered the immediate 
topicality in the 1970s (Bouvier 2000, 22-23). The 
limits were not exceeded, the vectors of social 
dynamics were not followed; the focus was placed 
on what was repetitive, on the behaviour supporting 
perpetuations of any kind. Sociology was not really 
interested in anthropology yet; a real change in this 
occurred only when the sociological research of 
everyday life needed the ethnologists’ help, long 
term surveys, and not the exact but self-sufficient, 
homogenized infor-mation from statistics. From 

                                                 
1 A study written within the project Remembering 
Communism: Methodological and Practical Issues of 
Approaching the Recent Past in Eastern Europe, directed 
by Professor Maria Todorova (University of Illinois at 
Urbana-Champaign, USA) and Professor Stefan Tröbst 
(University of Leipzig, Germany) - 2006-2009. 
2 Andi Mihalache, Researcher II, Institute of History, 
Iaşi, e-mail: andiadx@yahoo.com  

punctual surveys, required by the “hot” social 
circumstances, the sociologists moved on to long 
term immersions in places as specific as possible 
(Bouvier 2000, 23-24). The change is notable if we 
consider that, initially, attention was paid only to 
the easily localisable social fact, briefly questioned 
and limited to one central theme: many times the 
closing of the research coincided with the 
disappearance of the studied phenomenon3. 

Given that post-communist Eastern Euro-
pean societies’ dynamics is weaker, and less 
visible, we cannot help detecting the meanings paid 
to certain values and practices inside small but 
coherent population groups (Bouvier 2000, 24-25). 
Life goes on even in the absence of macro-social 
projects and the researcher’s task is to discover how 
the individuals continue to legitimate and justify 
their daily existence (Bouvier 2000, 25) under quite 
unfavourable conditions. This means redirecting 
our attention from the media covered scenes – even 
avoiding them deliberately - as they are less 
interesting compared to what people talk to each 

                                                 
3 The Anglo-Saxon circles brought forth the distinction 
between everyday life, a timeless notion, synchronically 
seen as a source of daily social practices, on the one 
hand, and lifeworld, more sensitive to historicity and to 
diachronic approaching, on the other hand. See Barry 
Sandywell 2004, 160-179.  

https://biblioteca-digitala.ro / https://www.brukenthalmuseum.ro



 

   

 
198 

 

other about in everyday life (Bouvier 2000, 25). 
Moreover, the spectacular could jam the essential of 
existence, providing us with an inexact image of 
what people name “common”. There are habits that 
belong to us, representations on which we insist and 
to which we are relatively bound, but we do not 
want them to become public. From the facts that are 
paid the attention of a numerous public, easy to 
locate, we thus pass to underground phenomena, 
difficult to perceive, needing long term surveys, 
and minute observations. Although dispersed at the 
beginning, in time the information starts getting 
certain logic, if we process it, confront it in the 
field, reconstructing, as much as possible, the 
researched situation. As they have a repetitive 
character4, stereotypes could eventually be taken 
into consideration, provided that we are “action 
stations”. Of course, the aspects we have in view 
will not recur identically, but they will have enough 
features in common with what we did not grasp at 
the beginning. 

Michel de Certeau’s book L’Invention du 
quotidien, started from the following premise: in a 
consumption society like ours, anonymous 
individuals do not comply passively with the 
imperatives imposed by the dominant culture 
(competition, career, enrichment, social prestige), 
but “invent”, through ingenious discursive 
strategies, their own everyday life (Mihali 2001, 
75), adapting the collective desiderata, which are 
sometimes unrealistic, to individual possibilities 
which are much more limited. This is that day-to-
day routine “poached” by the common man through 
a “creative anti-discipline”, versatile, dominated by 
the instinct of conservation, but also by the desire to 
save social appearances (Certeau 1990, XXXVI). 
By circulating this phrase, Michel de Certeau was 
referring to the sociological researches from the 
years 1960-1970, started by Henri Lefebvre, Michel 
Mafesolli, Marc Auge, Alfred Schutz, Erving 
Goffman or Anthony Giddens (Mihali 2000, 75). 
All these had renounced the investigation, in a 
structuralist manner, of the formal frameworks of 
daily routine, easy to identify through adequate 
techniques. Preoccupied by the disadvantaged 
environments, Michel de Certeau could not have 
avoided the reference to Michel Foucault, carrying 
on the idea of exception from the norm up to where 
it gave indications about the deviant’s identity and 
culture and not about his annihilation (Ricoeur  
2001, 246). He admitted, therefore, that the 
registering and rationalizing of mass cultures by the 

                                                 
4 Since Norbet Elias, the daily is seen as something 
repetitive by definition, being often placed in antithesis 
with the event, with the exceptional fact, without 
precedent.  

elitist ones interested him only to the extent where 
it led him to the “illicit forms picked up by the 
dispersed creativity” of those surveyed (Certeau 
1990, XL). To better delimit Certeau’s theory it is 
necessary to see what exactly separates him from 
Pierre Bourdieu. The latter had also dealt with the 
different social practices; not in Foucault’s manner, 
willing to find out what they produce, but rather 
inclined to find out who creates them (Certeau 
2000, 93). The conviction that what is conventional 
is not necessarily oppressive, or constricting, 
separated him from Certeau: the pleasure of the role 
played in society seems to be as authentic as 
possible when the practice is an achievement of the 
rules that constitute it (Pincon, Pincon-Charlot 
2000, 115). In his turn, Certeau reproached 
Bourdieu with the fact that through the idea of 
habitus, he replaced the diversity of daily conducts 
with a passive actor, rather theoretically assumed 
than verified in reality (Certeau 1990, 94). The 
elites’ cultural production, a rationalized, 
expensive, spectacular one, always confronts 
another production, that of the common people: a 
consumerist, occasional, clandestine one, difficult 
to locate at a glance, but not at all uninterested. The 
latter does not distinguish itself through its own 
“products”, but through an art of using the imposed 
values in a deviant manner (Certeau 1990, 53). 
Hence the conclusion that the common people 
could remain strangers within a system of values 
theoretically assimilated, but which they 
misappropriate by the very manner of applying it 
(Certeau 1990, 54). The change brought by Certeau 
was therefore confined to a mutation of the interest 
from the supposed consumption of some ready-
made cultural assets to their anonymous, silent, 
“dissident” and unforeseeable misrepresentation in 
everyday life5. In this paper, we will try to find the 
extent to which Certeau’s theory is confirmed by 
the way in which the post-communist Romanian 
society received the western democratic ethos, the 
market economy and the Europena Union’s 
demands.  
II.    My essay aims to answer a few questions: how 
does Nicolae Ceausecu’s memory persist today? Do 
Romanians make any difference any more between 
the period 1965-1989 and the personality that 
dominated it? With the help of which elements do 
they evoke those years? How do we explain the fact 
that the main criterion of comparison between the 
communist and the postcommunist regimes is 
everyday life? 

                                                 
5 We found the idea of “adaptive behaviour” very useful, 
as used by Adrian Neculau in the study of the 
Romanians’ daily life over the last years of Ceauşescu’s 
regime. Adrian Neculau 2001, p. 185. 
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Although the memory of the daily routine 
comes from recognition of the already known, of 
the familiar fact, it does not maintain everything 
intact, as one might think, but it transposes, it 
makes present an old certitude in a new manner 
(Gadamer 2000, 95). The notorious fact acts as a 
memorable fact when it is resuscitated by an 
analogy or a comparison that could offer it the 
value of a reference point, and could offer the 
memory prospective availabilities. In other words, 
memory does not only imply the non-oblivion of 
the past, but also the expectation, its meeting again 
in a future fit for comparisons with what we already 
know.  

The memorable fact does not necessarily live 
off uncommon events, as it works very well as a 
modest prolongation of everyday life (Moran 2008, 
51-68). In history, Ceauşescu is the sum of his own 
deeds, inventoried, registered, verified in archives, 
introduced into the school curricula: dictatorship, 
cult of personality, the Danube - Black Sea channel, 
the Underground, the big demolition campaigns 
made in the name of modernization, the lack of 
electricity and domestic hot water, rationing of food 
and fuel, driving day restrictions, TV programmes 
two hours per day. In memory, Ceauşescu appears 
as the father of the country, and the explanation is 
simple: for collective memories, the historiographic 
detail, and the exactness of evocation don’t count. 
Much more important is the scenario that provides 
meaning, Ceauşescu surviving in posterity only 
through the subsequently received posterities. He 
has a mandate limited by the community’s 
conjectural requests, the narratives with the help of 
which he is remembered functioning in a lifelong 
manner, like bargains. And the interpretation of the 
“traces” left by the former dictator is therefore not 
immutable. Succeeding generations will continue 
working on their re-signification, their symbolic 
reinvestment, either as vestiges, mere memories, or 
as remains6. This instability might surprise a 

                                                 
6 The differences between history and memory were well 
described by Daniel Abramson in brief definitions and 
comparisons: „...Memory, conventionally understood, 
consists of personal recall and reconstruction of past 
events. Necessarily, it involves forgetting. History, 
conventionally understood, represents culture’s official 
explanation of the past...”; „...Memory privileges the 
private and the emotional, the subjective and the bodily. 
Against history’s rationality, the reveries of memories 
rebel. Against history’s officialism, memory recalls 
hidden pasts, the lived and the local, the ordinary and the 
everyday. Against history’s totality, memory’s pluralism 
blooms....”; „...Memory dreams in fragments, gaps, and 
dissipation. It is multiple and promiscuous. Rejecting 
objectivity and factualism, memory values representation 
and the rememberer...” (Abramson 1999, 1-2).  

historian of communism, but not a researcher of 
memory, resigned to the idea that the events have 
causal explanations in history, and mainly 
functional senses in memory7.  

Immediately after the fall of the communist 
regime, the pharaonic constructions that Ceauşescu 
had built were mentioned as samples of opulence, 
upstartness, paranoia. Now turned into the 
residence of the Romanian Parliament, the People’s 
House (Casa Poporului) enjoys a favourable 
reading, especially after the modification of its 
functionality, deviated from the strictly personal 
usage to the democratic consumption of the 
amateurs of visual recompenses. With the new 
millennium, creating the feeling that the “golden 
epoch” was farther and farther away, Ceausescu’s 
exorbitant expenses do not affect us any more, they 
do not seem extravagant any more, they are not the 
result of the “people’s sweat” any more, becoming 
just a proof that we are capable of good things too. 
If history writes pretty clearly that we wasted quite 
an important part of the 20th century in an absurd 
experiment, we try to take our revenge in memory, 
indulging in illusions about the meaningfulness of 
things, thinking that we worked and we saved up 
but we did it for ourselves. Which would be the 
explanation? Making Ceauşescu’s successes into 
myths is apparently subordinated to what the 
psychologists call the “survivor’s complex”, 
manifested by the voluntary punishing of a 
repressed guilt (Girard 2000, 60-61). Societies in 
crisis find a culprit that they declare the general 
cause of all misfortunes, and sacrifice him thinking 
that they can thus solve all their problems. The 
sacrificing of the scapegoat guarantees the return to 
normality, the ‘culprits on duty’ playing, one by 
one, the part of the endemic evil and that of the 
universal remedy. This was the approximate role 
given to Ceauşescu in December 1989: an 
individual answered for the failure of the system 
which he had identified himself with. His execution 
was meant to lead to the ceasing of fights and the 
triumph of democracy. After Ceauşescu’s negative 
transfiguration followed, together with post-
communist economic difficulties, a positive 
perspective upon the former president. Forgetting 
him as a head of state, the Romanians discovered 
him in his human condition. They stopped blaming 
him for his expensive buildings: “after all, we are 
the owners now”, say the conciliators. Accused 
before then of starving and pauperizing his country, 
in the 1990s, Ceauşescu became a hero of the 
many. Initially torn out of all the schoolbooks, his 
portrayal was then brought in almost all trade union 

                                                 
7 More details about the relation between the narrative 
and memory to be found in Adrian Marino, 1973, 597. 
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meetings, as a symbolic remedy of poverty, as a 
disapproval of the present and less as a praise of the 
past. The sacrificers’ feeling of guilt attests 
therefore the positive posterity of the sacrificed. We 
can talk here about a “Tîrgovişte complex”, about 
the guilt of the summary execution of the 
presidential couple in December 1989. This is why 
the history of the communist period has not yet 
reconstructed a collective past, valid for everybody, 
but it manufactures compensatory narratives8, 
likely to comfort one social group or another.  

The memorable fact is integrative, at 
everybody’s disposal. It always keeps on enlarging 
its context and pays attention to as many details as 
possible, whether they be real or made-up. That is 
because narrating is the same as giving a meaning 
to our life. And to give it a meaning, in this case, 
means including in an intelligible whole, only what 
suits the whims of a certain era. This is the only 
way that we could explain why we are capable of 
thinking that the famous People’s House in 
Bucharest was not exclusively the dictator’s, but 
ours too, at least partially. How can we explain this 
collective identification with a building that was 
initially perceived as a symbol of dictatorship, and 
then became a “curiosity”, an objective for tourists, 
host of a NATO summit? The retroactive 
rearranging of the 1980s resulted from the 
stabilizing function of social memory. In order to 
give a sense to the totalitarian experience, this 
fights the instability of the images about the past, 
ordering them and somehow objectivising them into 
representations at hand, derived from the 
impression of perenniality that official architectures 
usually have upon us.  

Trying to think objectively, we realise that 
the lifestyle of the 1980s should not arouse regrets. 
The image of that time fills up, however, with 
nostalgic contents, due to the narratives that certify, 
once again, the differences between history and 
memory. To survive, we tell stories, said Umberto 
Eco, and rightly so. Not accidentally, the symbolic 
value that the social memory grants to the Golden 
Epoch exceeds by far the significance that 
academic history could admit to for the same 
period. Where history explains, memory just 
expresses. And where the former counts, the latter 
just exemplifies. The stories invent memories 
which, in their turn, give birth to other stories 
(Adam, Revaz 1999, 28-29). Eternally perpetuated 
in daily routine, the memorable fact is kept without 
any special technique; the penury memory of 
Ceauşescu’s last years of rule is always actualized 
by the current poverty. The history of a recently 

                                                 
8 The phrase „compensatory narratives” is used by Joe 
Moran 2008, 55. 

closed period cannot stop one interpretation, as it 
behaves like a game with the memory of the things 
occurred (Ankersmit 1994, 179). A game that the 
parents play with children’s toys, finding out that 
there is no purpose in retrieving our past if we so 
easily lose our present.  
III.    How do we investigate the memory of recent 
histories? The study of post-communist social 
memory belongs to what the French call 
“immediate history”. “Immediate” not in the 
chronological sense, of “recent” or “instantaneous”, 
but in the relational meaning: this is about the old 
aspiration towards a contact as direct as possible 
between the researcher and the researched object, 
between the historian and the irremediably 
consumed past. And the investigation of the 
immediate posterity of the communist era seems to 
facilitate this wish, as the memory is defined as 
history lived by both the historian and his main 
witnesses or successors of his witnesses (Soulet 
2000, 7). 

The collective memory is ubiquitous, 
communal, public, labile, affective, non-academic, 
fiduciary, and commercial sometimes. It is resorbed 
in the most diverse fields of significance, like 
language, religion, ethics, aesthetics, imaginary or 
symbols of an epoch, aiming at exploring the 
registers of existence where it subsists, at the 
retrieval of the same moment from as many 
perspectives as possible. Which would be the 
advantages of the investigations on memory? What 
new element could they bring if the direct 
exploration of the past is not, eventually, possible? 

From a conceptual point of view, the 
preoccupations for the post-communist social 
memory would need to be a reaction towards the 
well-known discourse analysis usually applied to 
historiography, official ideologies and propagandas 
of all kind. The latter is an investigation that, 
focusing upon the discourse transmitter, totally 
neglects the receiver. Or, more seriously, it assumes 
that the statements of the transmitter - a political 
authority, most of the time - are received and 
appropriated at the macro-social level. Unlike the 
individual memories, collective memory presents 
the advantage of being lived as a common 
experience9. Studying it, we discover the extent to 

                                                 
9 Wulf Kansteiner, one of the critics of social memory, 
thinks that collective identities rely less upon the 
evocation of a significant past and more on the common 
daily experiences: “…Regardless of the level on which 
collective memories are analyzed it is important to 
consider the interdependencies among different levels of 
collective identity. The larger the collective in question 
the more important it is that its memory is reflected and 
reproduced on level of families, professions, or in other 
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which the official or the academic history makes 
itself heard, the way in which the elites’ discourse 
is retranslated into the common person’s language. 
In other words, the study of recent memory does 
not make people talk, but it lets them introduce 
themselves (Ricoeur 2000, 220). It is equally true 
that the debated phenomenon, the memory, is not 
always visible, and even less readable. Following 
what people draw closer and what they brush off 
their past and especially how (Confino 1997, 1392) 
they do it, we have the possibility to reconstruct 
those socially homologated conduct codes that the 
individual expresses openly, but not necessarily 
consciously. The analysis of social memory 
benefits by the rehabilitation of the factualism, from 
the perspective of both the immediate history and 
the older re-evaluation of the event (Nora 1974, 
220), succeeded by the whole generation of the 
volume Faire de l’histoire. Jacques Le Goff, Pierre 
Nora, Roger Chartier insisted on the idea that the 
research of the cultural representations and 
practices in a society could indicate the echo that a 
historical fact has in the generations’ memory. 
Because of the tensions it synthesises, factualism 
underlines, just like the long duration, those 
structures that compose a community, and those 
factors that build a memory or facilitate a collective 
oblivion. 

Taken from the “narration-history”, the 
historical fact could be instituted as a place of 
observation likely to perceive a cultural system and, 
particularly, the cleavages that characterize it, 
suggested Roger Chartier. A remembered or a 
hushed up event are, in this case, indices with the 
help of which the exceptional is obliged to render 
the common, the rules of a social functioning. Thus 
appears the difference between the event that lives 
just a few days due to mass-media - with a little 
luck, being then mentioned in a history book - and 
the memorable fact that persists, with some 
distortions, in the living memory for generations10.  

From a methodological point of view, the 
attention paid to memory would involve a 
“democratization” of the sources that should be 
analysed. On the one hand, we would have a 
diversification of the information possibilities, 
determined by the favouring of oral testimonies, of 
field investigations, opinion polls, interviews, 
iconographic and audiovisual sources specific to 
recent history (photographs, films, censuses, 
journals, maps, press, advertisements, etc.). We 
                                                                              
locations where people form emotional attachments in 
their everyday lives…” See Wulf Kansteiner, 2002, 189. 
10 The memorable fact belongs to a past that does not 
pass, maintaining itself in a relation of continuity, 
intimacy and familiarity with the present of historical 
consciousness. See Rusen 1993, 195.  

cannot believe that there are any documents that are 
absolutely indispensable to a historical evocation. 
The absence of some of them is surely made up by 
some others’ omnipresence, the logic of historical 
research demanding we operate the reconstruction 
with what we have at our disposal at a certain point 
in time (Soulet 2000, 44). On the other hand, by 
taking into consideration the declarative, voluntary 
character of the recalling, we would obtain a 
surplus of demonstrative value, of credibility for the 
sources of our research. Unlike the controversial 
sources of history - which are not meant for a 
certain recipient (Farge 1989, 38-39) and are 
selected, after many years, by the scholar who, in 
accordance to the needs of his investigations, makes 
them significant - the testimonies of memory have 
an obvious intentional character (Ricoeur 2000, 
204). And if they do not have the advantage of 
premeditated reconstruction, the memories from the 
daily life are significant for the insistence and, at 
the same time, the spontaneity with which they 
come back to our minds11.  

Discovering the miller Menocchio and 
making him the hero of his book, The Cheese and 
the Worms, Carlo Ginzburg sanctioned, at the 
historiographical level, the famous distinction 
between the culture made by common people and 
the culture imposed upon them (Ginzburg 1997, 9). 
Insisting on the inert, obscure, unconscious 
elements, the people preoccupied by the so-called 
“collective mental” risk some uncovered 
extrapolations. On the contrary, as researchers of 
social memory, we are particularly interested in the 
created culture and less in the received one, the 
explicit acceptance of some ideas by which people 
explain their past and exteriorise some memories, 
referring openly to themselves, to others, to history 
(Carpov 1999, 159). 

Wishing to reconstruct the memory of a 
social environment, belonging to recent history, we 
have the chance of a direct contact with the object 
of study. And our mission will be all the easier as 
we choose a more homogenous sample that is one 
of those well defined categories of society: the 
disadvantaged, the minorities, the marginal and the 
excluded. Given that what is different is significant 
(Bourdieu 1999, 48), we could dwell upon the 
divergent representations that the groups of the 
same society have on the values known as 

                                                 
11 „...Following the work of Walter Benjamin, Ann 
Game makes a useful distinction between the voluntary 
memories of the heritage industry and the involuntary 
memories which emerge at unexpected times and places 
and which are not so easily readable within a nostalgic or 
sentimentalizing frame. Everyday life, I would suggest, 
is particularly receptive to this latter kind of memory...” 
(Moran  2008, p.58). 
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“common” (Boudon 1997, 536). We do not aim at 
detecting among the unemployed, for instance, a 
historical, scholar memory, but to seize its 
deliberate translation into a popular “key”; the 
originality of the defence reactions towards the 
postcommunist political culture and towards the 
cult history. The x-ray of an alternative culture is 
essential (Sewell 1999, 49-52)12; openly 
contradicting the history in the schoolbooks after 
22nd December 1989 - anticommunist, pro-West, 
pro-capitalist - it appeals for the help of a system of 
values or surrogates.  

Both the history of “mentalities” and the 
study of social memory aim to give the floor to the 
silent figures of history, as Jacques le Goff put it. 
But the former raises a justified scepticism as long 
as we agree that it is not in the historical 
consciousness that our deeds originate (Veyne 
1999, 226). This consciousness does not always 
explain behaviour, because the history of a society 
is not the same thing as the history of its values. 
These ones are realities as any others and not the 
mental double of the social body (Veyne 1999, 
238). We should not take seriously the 
interpretation that people give to their own society. 
In a certain point in history, values cannot 
determine an action by themselves. But after years, 
the memory of the action in question appears when 
they start to be constantly invoked. For instance, a 
war does not start from the wish to accomplish 
heroic deeds, but its posterity will certainly be 
influenced by the value of heroism. In the same 
way, a period of penury - like the 1980s in 
Ceauşescu’s Romania - cannot represent an 
occasion of pride, but, once consumed, its memory 
could liken the word “poverty” to the semantic area 
of the word “sacrifice”: the models of the present 
work as social frameworks13 of the memory and 
give sense to the events of the past. The social 
memory is a global phenomenon, without its 
individual subtext, the so-called autobiographical 
pact being called into question. It does not imply a 
definitive interpretation and it does not respect the 
historical context too much. It is interested instead, 
in keeping the inner coherence of the narrative, in 
the recycling and the travesties required by the 
circumstances, in the problematic salvation of the 
agreement with oneself.  

                                                 
12 The new researches in the field take culture off the 
ancillary condition, of sub-product or representation of 
social-political realities, granting it an independent 
causal power. Consequently, we do not rely on the so-
called opposition between the “popular culture” and the 
“elitist” one, insisting on the parallel, autonomous 
universes, that culture configures. 
13 I used an older concept, supported by Halbwachs, 
1925, 134-197. 

 
IV.  In order to suggest to the reader that memories 
can also be learnt (Septimiu 1996, 116), we will 
approach the universe of the poor after December 
1989, taking into consideration the changes that 
occurred in anthropology and in sociology between 
the 1960s and the 1980s. Briefly, this is all about 
the displacement of the centre of gravity of research 
from the social classes to the life styles (Boudon 
1997, 543). From the perspective of  “culture in the 
plural”14, memory is defined as a point of 
intersection of the incorporated experiences, daily 
practiced or inherited under the form of practical 
knowledge, daily customs, domestic chores, habits 
and all kind of subterfuges by which people can 
cope with the changes or the repressive regimes 
(Lahire 2000, 81). This standpoint might make us 
think about the communicative, inter-subjective 
character of social memory. Unlike the cultural 
memory, built through tradition, in the long 
duration of history, the communicative memory is a 
routine, anecdotic, visual one, conserving the group 
identities by the help of some common models of 
thought, self-narration, action (Marchal 2001, 567). 
This is why we do not intend to verify the veracity 
of the evoked facts, but to catch the manner in 
which they are remembered, the modifications that 
they suffer and the reference points used by the 
witnesses in order to resuscitate some memories 
(Marchal 2001, 565). 

In 2002, I dwelt upon an environment with 
well defined specificities, which from a 
methodological point of view delimited quite well 
the investigation area for us. I am talking about the 
industrial neighbourhood of the city of Iaşi, marked 
by unemployment and absolute poverty, in other 
words by the non-meeting of fundamental physical 
necessities (food, clothing, dwelling) or first 
instance cultural necessities (education, security, 
leisure) (Zamfir 1995, 35). As memory is, first of 
all, generational, we obviously focused on the 
workers’ children, who were easy to interview in 
the neighbourhood schools. We aimed at finding 
out what memories the parents have about the 
“Golden Epoch” and what exactly they considered 
important enough to communicate to their 
successors15. We were thus verifying one of Paul 
Ricoeur’s work hypotheses, that a representation of 
the past is the best rendered evidence when it is 
borrowed, appropriated and circulated by other 
                                                 
14 We are talking about a specialist of “popular cultures”, 
Certeau, 1974, 55-94. 
15 From the related projects that focused on the 
teenagers’ opinions on communism we mention Rusan 
1999, 312 and, more recently, Grosescu 2007, 190 p., 
under the aegis of the Institute for the Investigation of 
Communism Crimes. 
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actors than those who created it (Ricoeur 2000, 
480). Thus, 55 students from years 7 to 12 had to 
answer an apparently neutral question: “what do 
you know about the communist regime?” At first 
sight, our poll was useless, as our subjects had not 
been born before 1989, or were too young to have 
personal memories about Ceauşescu’s last years. 
This, however, is the exact key-detail of an 
investigation about collective memory. It allows us 
to establish what curricular and what extracurricular 
(family) pieces of information the children have 
about the communist regime; what is their weight, 
which are more important; how the subjects 
evaluate the standard of life of a period they did not 
live in and whether they make comparisons with the 
present, because thus it would suggest, quite 
clearly, that their ideas were taken from their family 
or circle of friends.  

If the assertions coming from direct 
experiences can be integrated into autobio-
graphical memory, those stimulated by the others’ 
narratives are circumscribed to social memory 
(Constantin 2001, 140). Having no determined 
provenance, the latter ones become, at a certain 
point in time, impersonal, notorious and almost 
“objective”, depending on common sense, on what 
seems obvious to everyone, on the illusion of a 
unitary world of perception (Ricoeur 2000, 200). 
What is not suitable for the historian, serves the 
memory researcher. The subjectivity or the 
arbitrary character of some assertions brings 
forward an increased degree of acceptance, of 
identification of the subject with a certain opinion. 
We thus reduce the risks to make mistakes, to judge 
a social category in the lump. 

Apart from the intentional transmission (1), 
from parents to children, of some images about the 
past, our little poll also caught the generally 
accepted opinions, the common places of post-
communist public opinion (2) and eventually some 
samples of mnemonic thinking, involuntarily 
provided by the interviewed (3). The three levels of 
analysis were outlined due to the use of one single 
inductive word - “communism” - and the children 
had the freedom to express all the knowledge 
corresponding to the notion in question (Neculau, 
Curelaru 1998, 24). The form of the question was 
as neutral as possible, so as not to suggest the 
answer in any way. Moreover, we hoped they 
would use the word “communism” as a social 
framework for the communicative memory, 
accompanying the information learnt in school with 
some connected, unforeseeable, somehow personal 
comments, so more useful for us. And they did not 
disappoint our hopes: out of the 55 students willing 
to answer our question, 36, that is 65%, wrote that 
it was better “before” and only 19 condemned the 

former regime as totalitarian. The former category, 
made up of students in years 7 to 9, seemed to be 
convinced that under Ceauşescu, you received a 
home and a job, whether you wanted to or not. 
Moreover, the person of the former Secretary 
General functioned as a metonymy of the 
communist regime. The students did not mention 
any other leader or, at most, they mixed him up 
with the president at the time, Ion Iliescu, inventing 
a “composed” character, Ion Ceauşescu. The latter 
category was mainly made of students in the final 
year, and this is why they proved to be more 
receptive to what the teachers had told them 
(totalitarianism, violation of human rights, etc.). 
Yet, they did not understand communism except for 
in self-referential, teenage terms, defining it as an 
epoch when one could not have come home from 
clubbing at any time of night. Memory collects 
some of the most surprising attributes, from 
different events situated in the same narrative 
context. But the personal context in which we 
interiorize a fact of collective memory is decisive 
(Constantin 2001, 144). And our students were not 
an exception to this rule. They resuscitated the 
memory of that time by providing details about the 
circumstances in which they had acquired that 
information (Constantin 2001, 144): about 10% of 
them mentioned clearly, without being asked to, 
that their ideas were received from their parents. 

The percentages mentioned above integrate 
themselves very well with the general state of mind. 
A CURS poll conducted in 1999 shows the 
following: the population over 18 was attached to 
the communist social justice 1.5 times more than 
the same age population in Bulgaria, Czech 
Republic, Russia or Hungary; 49,7% of the subjects 
thought that it was the State’s duty to provide 
everyone with a job and a decent life, and 33.4% 
stated that the communist idea was a good one, but 
it was just wrongly applied (Chelcea 2001, 37). In a 
different poll, the same year, 54% of the 
interviewed explained poverty by the fact that 
society did not help those in need16. The same 
percentage of interviewees thought that the majority 
of those who made a fortune owed their success to 
different violations of the law. Only 9% of the 
subjects agreed that social success could be the 
result of work or personal merits. 

 
V.  The poll mentioned above cannot be understood 
unless we contextualize it, relating this to the 
political culture, to the traumas and the state of 
mind of the first postcommunist decade. Although 
it had a noisy start in the 1980s, poverty passes as 
an illegitimate child of the “events of December 

                                                 
16 Opinion barometer, November 1999, p. 50. 
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1989”. It looked more aggressive after 1990, when 
we called it transition, because people always vote 
for more social prosperity than they are ready to 
support by taxes (Zamfir 1995, 239). But what was 
intriguing, up to a point, was the insistent 
appearance of Ceauşescu’s photographs in the trade 
union meetings or the meetings of all the displeased 
categories in the 1990s. Initially blamed for the 
Pharaonic edifices that had impoverished the 
population, the Secretary General of the Party was 
acclaimed around the year 2000, as the posthumous 
defender of the needy. Gradually, the Romanians 
adapted to the idea that they had lived better under 
Ceauşescu. Oblivion is the art of living biographies 
that one does not feel responsible for. In the 
Romanians’ case, this is present in excess, eclipsing 
everything that is not related to the “daily basket”17. 
This is the only way we can explain how the 
prodigal Secretary General was seen more and 
more often as the spiritual protector of all the 
disadvantaged, as a symbolic remedy of poverty. 
Petru Groza, Ana Pauker or Gheorghe Gheorghiu-
Dej, leaders in the 1948-1965 period, do not rouse 
memories anymore; the memory of the communist 
period is limited to one single name, Nicolae 
Ceauşescu: not as a political man, but as a 
representative of the modest but secure standard of 
life.  

Used to the idea that we were equal in 
everything, we did not accept the fact that the 
events of December 1989 freed us all, but enriched 
only some of us. We had started as militants of the 
same ideal of freedom, but we understood, at a 
certain point, that under the same flags we had 
served different revolutions. It seemed that 
postcommunist poverty resulted from an original 
sin, from the violation of a social contract that was 
supposed to automatically lead to everybody’s 
enrichment. After all, oblivion is nothing but the 
illusion of historical continuity or, as Albert Camus 
said, the absence of the feeling of “wasted time”. 
Not understanding much about capitalism, the 
Romanians were perfecting a Christian reading of 
the atheistic poverty, from during communism. 
Consequently, the unfavourable present was 
described as something unjust, fraudulent, as the 
corruption of a “golden age”. Moreover, the present 
never defines us the way we would like it to, the 
past being always discovered as the legitimate 
depositary of our real identity. And there is a simple 
explanation: after periods of great changes or 

                                                 
17 The idea of “capitalism” that the postcommunist East 
is confronted with has not got a defined outline from the 
point of view of social protection, the rulers hesitating 
between the theory of the welfare state and the new 
Anglo-Saxon liberalism. See Démier 1998, 93-107. 

traumas, people look for new things that they might 
have in common. And as the past moves away from 
us, we tend to increase the number of things that 
are, or we want to think are, related to this.  

The memory selects the facts of the past 
starting from the supposition that what is good for 
us must be true as well. It is a culture that beautifies 
the past, one of the power to compare with what is 
suitable for us. After we got used to him as a 
character passed into history forever, Ceauşescu 
melted into the daily routine, functioning as a 
criterion of comparison. Taken from here to there, 
his photograph did not necessarily mean nostalgia 
for life as it was when he ruled, but surely 
represented an invalidation of topicality. Social 
memory does not perpetuate itself, as we might 
think, on the cultural codes, on the values 
proclaimed post factum, in order to offer us a past 
as adapted as possible to the present. In our case, 
this is about poverty, about its contradictory 
meanings, about the way in which it was 
transformed, à rebours, from a scourge into a 
principle of justification of personal failure. Those 
who assert that it was better before, are 
retrospectively imagining an “accepted” poverty, a 
collective, civic, patriotic poverty, dedicated to the 
“bright future”, different, anyway, from the 
“imposed” poverty of nowadays, a poverty that one 
is exclusively responsible for, a guilty, shameful 
poverty, associated with laziness or begging. The 
explanation? Towards the end of his rule, 
Ceauşescu had accentuated the utopian, egalitarian 
ethics of the ‘no more than is necessary’, contempt 
for money, the slogan of ‘one more sweater’, meant 
to help us overcome the cold in our houses, the 
exaltation of the individual sacrifice for the 
collective benefit. “We suffered, but at least so 
many things were achieved”, declared on the 
television channel ‘Antena 1’ an organizer of the 
ceremonies of 26th January 2002, when Ceauşescu 
would have turned 84. At that moment, poverty had 
no ascetic, expiating, constructive, “community” 
feature. And wealth was so coveted that it deserved 
a little guilt. It was pushed somewhere in the 
semantic sphere of the words acquisitiveness, 
cupidity, avarice, delinquency. Very few 
assimilated it with risk or competition, most of 
them identifying it with inhumanity, injustice, 
unscrupulousness: the wild capitalism (Neculau, 
Curelaru 1998, 35-36).  

To stop talking about poverty, we were 
worried about order18, seen, more recently, as a 

                                                 
18 In a dictionary of daily life in the ‘80s, the notion of 
standard of life is defined by the interviewed subject by 
an opposition with the postcommunist topicality and 
especially with the absence of the feeling of stability: 
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substitute for or equivalent to welfare. We have a 
parental state, inclined to infantilise part of its 
citizens (Miroiu 1999, 98). There is no wonder that 
being poor became a new “profession”19, useful in a 
way, to provide many governments with people to 
dutifully protect. Things could also be explained by 
the fact that in our history the needy has not been a 
marginal, an excluded person, but an important 
actor in the effort of collective salvation, a good 
opportunity to praise Christ’s poverty, but also to 
worry about social stability20. 

Since St. John Chrysostom, the compassion 
for the poor has not been a proof of generosity, but 
a fundamental obligation of the rich21. And as the 
latter is absent from the public space (or appears 
only in the period of religious holidays, of electoral 
campaigns), his role must be played by the State, 
which hesitates between bourgeois philanthropy - 
efficient, altruist, aiming at the general happiness as 
a supreme target - and Christian charity, punctual, 
individual, not interested in improvements at a 
macro-social scale, but in the solicitation of divine 
grace by giving alms22. What angers us in reality, 
flatters us in the imaginary (Durand 2000, 381-
418). It is human nature to ceaselessly embellish 
one’s memories, not to tell them twice in the same 
way, to live one’s life mystifying them. Social 
memory does not really get along with the idea of 
repetition. It is a succession of recycling processes, 
travesties, masks borrowed from the past in order to 
collude with the present. In postcommunist 
Romania, the synonyms of the consolation persist, 
the habit of considering a term by the help of 
notions not at all close in meaning, but likely to be 

                                                                              
“We trusted the president. When Ceauşescu was visiting 
the building site, we enjoyed seeing him. He took care 
that things should go right in the country. Compared to 
now, I felt secure. One could walk in the streets at night, 
without fear. There were not so many crimes, rapes…” 
(Mărturii orale. Anii 80 şi bucureştenii, Bucharest, 
Editura Paideia, 2003, p.331). 
19 A poll taken at the end of the 1990s shows that 12, 
69% of the interviewed supported the hardening of the 
punitive measures against beggars, while 87, 31% of the 
interviewed supported the creation of special funds for 
the resourceless. Dorofte, Constantin, 1999, 109-119. 
20 For the history of the idea of poverty for Romanians, 
we have notable contributions, but regarding more 
remote periods: Livadă Cadeschi 2001, 95-100. Similar 
approaches about recent history would be more than 
necessary. 
21 For the ancestral and Christian substratum that 
partially explain the current representations of poverty, 
see Vauchez 1994, 125-126. 
22 For the same religious and cultural substratum 
inherited from the Middle Ages, see Livadă Cadeschi 
2001, 115. 

associated to it, to define it by contrast: poor but 
honest, poor but clean23, etc. 

By acclaiming the collective goods as ideals 
to be reached, but also as pseudonyms of penury, 
the Ceauşescu regime justified the denunciation of 
the rich and therefore dishonest neighbour24. 
Poverty with sacrificial echoes had justified 
numerous “notifications” of “illicit” incomes. 
People were making this gesture out of naivety or 
out of envy, convinced, in either case, that they 
were participating in an act of social justice25. Since 
then, anybody’s poverty was an accusation against 
the others. Yesterday, wealth was combated in the 
name of solidarity, today under the pretext of the 
fight against corruption. Social success is still 
placed under the sign of suspicion. One cannot get 
rich out of honest work, everyone steals, say the 
experts. Ethics with folkloric flavours send us to the 
following axiom: authentic poverty is better than 
counterfeit wealth26. 

                                                 
23 A test answered by 76 individuals in Iaşi (aged 
between 18 and 60) showed that most of the features 
considered to be representative for the poor are positive 
(compassionate, generous, honest), the epithets for the 
rich being predominantly negative (tough, selfish, 
perverse). For details, see Havârneanu et ali 2004, 96-
108. 
24 The lack of predictability creates an “imaginary of 
substitution”, dominated by the individual’s desire to 
make an opaque, difficult to understand society more 
easily readable. See Fitoussi, Rosanvallon 1999, 165.  
25 “...To be honest, in some respects I lived better than 
today. It’s clear that if one had a head on one’s shoulders 
and knew how to find one’s way out - how to get some 
“backstairs influence” - one lived well. But if someone 
procured products and people saw him go out of the shop 
with a full bag when all the shelves inside were empty, 
they were ready to kill him, to hit him over the head…” 
(Oral testimonies..., p. 24-25). 
26 Given that the traditional liberal-individualist theory 
tried to build an ideology of welfare immune to ethics, 
there appeared a reaction that put value on the opposite 
condition, that of poverty. The idea that the individual 
becomes the victim of the pitiless mechanisms of the 
market is consolidated by those who think that the State 
should play the part of the protector of the disadvantaged 
(Barry 1998, 104-123). The debate has a long history, to 
which the postcommunist space connected easily after 
the disappearance of the statist paternalism, specific to 
the communist regime. 
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Together with misery, hunger27 was an 
aggravating equivalent of the postcommunist 
period. Even if initially they could not see the 
purpose of the “rationed alimentation” programmes, 
many Romanians found them, after Ceauşescu 
regime’s fall, a heroic sense28, and superior 
anyway, in meaning, to the senseless lacks of the 
1990s. The memory of the soya salami29, in small 
quantity but accessible, suggested to some idealists 
a honourable poverty with pretensions of 
resistance30, while many pragmatists are more and 
more convinced that in December 1989 we won our 
ration of freedom but we lost the ones of oil and 
sugar. Although we live in a world with great 
nostalgic availabilities, we still cannot believe that 
the communist period would be a privileged topic 
of our melancholies. In Iaşi, at least, the present has 
always been perceived as inferior, compared to the 
past, as there has always been a “before” that suits 

                                                 
27 The postcommunist daily routine proves to us that the 
memory of the old regime seems much more vivid in the 
daily frustrations than in the history schoolbooks. 
“…Communists are the stores with musty, heavy, and 
dull odours persisting in spite of the fact that the door is 
wide open and the fans are working. […] Stores where 
the lady behind the counter asks you what you would 
like and then cuts you short, saying «This is all we’ve 
got». An atmosphere coming from beyond words and 
time, which seems to cling to certain spaces so 
stubbornly that it corrupts those forced to live, work or 
shop there. Stores where you often have to wait in line to 
buy an underweight and overpaid pretzel, details you 
refuse to know more about. Because hunger makes 
people do all kinds of stupid things…” (Bădescu 2007, p. 
31). 
28 It was noticed that the most rapid connection to the 
western life style was reached, paradoxically, by the 
leaders of the old communist nomenclature. But as they 
were seen as locals, they did not become victims of 
social envy. This was orientated, in a compensatory way, 
towards the “foreigners”, that is the Romanians returned 
from the exile. (Cernat 2004, 190-200). 
29 “...We were all convinced that we were eating soya 
salami. In the 1980s - remembered one of the 
interviewed persons - this was no title to fame to 
swallow the faked sausage, but immediately after the 
1989 Revolution, a solidarity of the victims is born. [...] 
The Romanians in exile could not, in the populist vision, 
participate in the reconstruction of the country because 
they had not suffered like the rest of us; they had not 
eaten soya salami. Thus, the past humility turned into a 
standard, an emblem of initiating sufferance. It went 
without saying that a mind fed with soya can judge more 
realistically and more clearly than the minds fed with 
real meat” (Oral testimonies..., p.297).  
30 “...The stores were always empty, but the family’s 
freezer was always filled, due to my father who spent his 
nights queuing up - from 1 a.m. to 12 p.m. the next day, 
when the meat stock was brought to the store…” 
(Ibidem, p.116) 

us more than today. In such a nostalgic climate, 
communism does not actually threaten us anymore, 
but it remains equally dangerous through those 
false appearances that it could hand down to 
posterity and through which it continues to subsist. 
It is maleficent not so much because of the terror 
that some were submitted to and others do not even 
remember, but rather because of the fact that it 
accustomed people to the idea that the little with 
which they survived in the 1980s was sufficient, 
and in any case, more than they could afford now. 
In my little poll I tried to catch the way in which 
Romanians want to remember Ceauşescu but, after 
everything I presented above, I wonder if they do 
not remember him in just the way he wanted to be 
remembered. The persistence of the memories 
about the 1980s and the transformation of that 
period into a criterion of comparison with the 
present demonstrate that the memorable fact is not 
necessarily synonymous to the event, to the special 
occurrence. The fight for survival in the 1980s is 
memorable because it represented a behavioural 
habit, a boring but consistent routine, continuing to 
live in post-communist Romania’s memories as 
commonplace, something that everybody knew. But 
the conclusions of my research do not stop here.  

 
VI.  The post-communist period should not be 
dealt with as a unitary bloc, as it has already 
manifested its own historicity. How many of the 
features of the first decade after the collapse of 
communism, still survive today in the social 
imagination of a Romania integrated in the 
European Union?  

To get a more thorough answer to this 
question, we started a more ample investigation. 
We started from the premise that the “poaching” or 
contesting of the dominant political culture 
(democratic, pro-occidental) is not so much an anti-
discipline as a counter-discipline, an alternative 
model, shaped by multiform, fragmentary, 
occasional, detailed practices, endowed with a 
particular logic but not with their own ideology31. 
To sum it up, I specify that the method I chose 
relies on the sociological poll, completed and 
verified, as much as possible, by what we usually 
call participant observation: the researcher enters 
the group he studies, interacting with the social 
actors, getting involved with them in a series of 
common situations32. „...Une pratique observatrice 
et engagée...”, this is what Certeau asked from his 
                                                 
31 The difference between antidiscipline and 
counterdiscipline belongs to Ciprian Mihali. 
32 According to Alf Lüdtke, recent history is the only 
field where researchers could apply the method of 
participant observation, as many of the witnesses and 
actors still live. See Lüdtke 1995, 13. 
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followers, sent to “live” the life of a neighbourhood 
in Paris, in order to better distinguish between the 
significant, recurrent facts and the aleatory, 
spontaneous ones. I tried to apply this suggestion: 
from the meetings with the groups of students and 
their participation in the history classes, I received 
both the students’ personal ideas and the 
convictions transmitted by the family, by different 
generations, by their social33 environment34. 
Between the interview, sometimes called ‘life story’ 
and the ethnographic description, I inclined 
towards the latter. 

 
Thus, in the period 13th-16th March 2007, I 

conducted an opinion poll in three schools in the 
town of Paşcani and in one in Iaşi. In Paşcani, 159 
students, aged between 13 and 18, from 15 different 
classes, from years 7 to 12, agreed to answer the 
questions. In Iaşi, I interviewed 161 students from 
15 classes, aged between 15 and 19. The “oldest” 
were therefore born in 1988-1989. On the paper we 
recorded the school, the class, the student’s age, the 
date, but not his name. Obviously, the constraint of 
the mark was excluded from the start. I should 
mention the fact that the teachers who accepted to 
present the questionnaire did not necessarily have 
any training that could have drawn them in this 
subject. One of them, for instance, taught physics, 
another one, and logic. But I insisted on this variety 
because it is easy to presume the existence of two 
contrary attitudes: either the pupil’s wishing to give 
a shallow answer, or his desire to display the 
information he had learnt from the schoolbook in 
order to please his teacher. I wanted to see whether 
the students (defended by anonymity) treat the 
questionnaire differently: maybe in a more 
superficial manner when the physics teacher asked 
the question and more seriously when the questions 
were asked by the history teacher. This difference 
does not appear; the students in the physics class 
answered just as well as those in the history class. 
The questions were: 1) What do you know about 
communism? 2) How did people live at the time? 3) 
What is your parents’ opinion about those years? 4) 
Would you have liked to have lived at that time? I 
did not ask “what is communism?”, in order to not 
receive answers taken from books, bookish 
definitions about terror, totalitarianism and lack of 
the freedom of speech. I did the same in 2002, 
when I worded an evasive question, to encourage 
                                                 
33 I have in view the options of Atkinson 2006 and 
Laplantine 2000. 
34 The combination between the opinion poll and the 
participant observation wishes to complete the 
information brought by the interviews with a limited 
number of subjects: Lungu 2003; Baciu, Bejenaru, 
Lungu 2007. 

the individual’s spontaneity, to stir up contradictory 
memories and information. I did not have in view 
just an oral history, conserving the image that some 
past or other has in the memory of one single 
generation, but I wanted to value an oral tradition, 
underlining the transfer of some perceptions on 
communism from one generation to the other35. 

To understand the significance of the answers 
of 2007, we will obviously make some comparisons 
with the poll of 2002, when the subjects stated, in a 
quite high percentage, that people had a better life 
under communism. As none of them could have 
had personal memories from those years, it was 
pretty clear that their impressions were taken from 
their family, the children taking from their parents 
(and not from the history schoolbooks!!!) the 
idealized image of a past they had not lived. I 
resorted to the same thematic reading36 of the 
questionnaires, observing the recurrence of the 
aspects that now seem to be fundamental in 
defining communism. But in the case of the last 
poll, the students mention the positive opinion that 
some of their parents have about communism 
without letting themselves be influenced by it. The 
answers that are nuanced are prevalent, the subject 
wishing to describe and list what was good and 
what was bad as well, often mentioning that the 
parents’ answers were equally hesitant37. Neither 
the parents nor the children think that the standard 
of life in communism was higher than the one 
today, but they suggest that everyone was 
guaranteed the necessary minimum: free education, 
a job, a house. But although they underline this 
egalitarian aspect, it does not necessarily mean that 
they would like to live through that period again. In 
their turn, the pupils say sometimes that at that time 
life was more secure, but they would not like to go 
back in time: we can see here the influence of the 
civic culture classes, where they are explained the 
idea of “totalitarian regime” by the antithesis 
between the facilities they have today and the 
absence of these facilities at the time. It is not by 
accident that they refuse communism by invoking, 
invariably, the same reasons: the absence of 

                                                 
35 For the distinction between oral history and oral 
tradition, see the chapter Memory Transmission and 
Cultivation in Ross 1991, 170-189. 
36 I took as a partial model Adrian Neculau’s 
investigation, 2001, p.189. 
37 A. Davies’ theory of socialized anxiety and T. 
Parsons’ theory of the attitude ambivalence focus on the 
teenagers’ contradictory behaviour, balancing between 
rebellion and conformism, between the temptation of 
hedonism and the aspiration to the career success. In any 
case, the age in question is one of emotional 
independence, and partially of value emancipation from 
the parents. For more details, see Rădulescu 1994, 92-98. 
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individual rights (the right to an opinion, the right 
to be informed, the right to abortion, the right to go 
abroad, the right to practice a religion), the absurd 
restrictions, the terror, the penury, the queuing, the 
ration card, the lack of first necessity goods, the 
low technological level, the weak development of 
mass media and the restricted leisure possibilities. 
Therefore, the most important conclusion of the 
poll is that, in 82% percent of cases, the transfer of 
positive memories about communism stopped 
working, the parents’ opinions changing gradually 
under the influence of mass media and of the new 
opportunities provided by the democratic regime. 
Daily life itself is no longer registered in the 
chapter “standard of life”, the subjects placing it 
quite often in the “freedoms” section. Many of 
them noticed that under communism one could 
have enough money, but nothing to buy, while now 
people value to a great extent the right to choose: a 
notion that finds its way into a political culture with 
difficulty, and only after a long period of practice. 
Compared to the 2002 poll, we can see the distance 
between memory and history, the fact that the new 
generations are not tempted to live in communism 
and that, in spite of all current difficulties, they do 
not borrow the adults’ nostalgia any more. 
Ceauşescu is not identified with the memory of an 
acceptable standard of life any more, important 
differentiations appearing between the nature of the 
communist regime and the features of its last 
leader. And communism is no more a golden age, 
an alternative, refuge time. The young people prefer 
history, which is the detachment from those times, 
which they characterize in schoolbook terms: 
“dictatorship”, “totalitarian regime”, “terror”, etc, 
and not in those of the collective memory. Quite 
interesting are the answers that do not correspond to 
the historical truth, particularly the anachronistic 
ones, which mix together features of daily life 
during communism and postcommunism. For 
instance, somebody talked about communism 
mentioning “very small wages, very high prices”. 
In fact, the phrase in question is synonymous with 
the idea of the “hard life” from the postcommunist 
period. As far as the loisir is concerned, the older 
people pretend that the communist regime made the 
idea of holidays accessible to everyone, while 
capitalism transformed it into a privilege of the 
wealthy. As the holidays acquired an elitist flavour 
in postcommunism, people want it less for the sake 
of relaxation and more because it is a sign of social 
success. Unlike the parents, the teenagers clearly 
appreciate postcommunism because it brought 
about more possibilities of entertainment, prices 
being for them an insignificant detail. In fact, many 
parents (56%) have a favourable opinion about 
communism because that period identifies itself, 

first of all, with their youth. From the children’s 
words, however, one can see that the adults talk 
about that regime as about a world gone forever, 
where they could never return. As the subsistence 
problems are solved by the parents, the teens seem 
to be less preoccupied by the negative changes 
(price rises, unemployment, migration, corruption) 
that the market economy brought into their daily 
life. Some of the pupils said that they would like to 
live in communism just for a while, to make a 
comparison with today. I see this regression in time 
as an experiment of reality history, following the 
example of Discovery documentaries. This is 
therefore not a political option or any preference for 
left wing ideologies.  

From some students’ comments one could 
however catch some of the adults’ opinions: the 
nostalgia for a better world from the point of view 
of interpersonal relations, the regret for a society 
that was, at least apparently, less dominated by 
selfishness, individualism, competition, violence, 
etc. Others, though not many, associate 
communism with the uniforms, which did not let 
the financial discrepancies show, with the calm, the 
order, the physical and social security. We thus 
found answers like: “people were better”, “there 
was more mutual respect”, “people were united, the 
food was cheap, people did not talk dirty…”38 On 
the basis of the information received in their 
families, some students (18%) still value the past in 
the detriment of the present, praising a period that 
they did not actually live in and so they cannot use 
it as a term of comparison. In fact it indicates to us, 
inversely, the adults’ current frustrations. These 
seem somehow paradoxical to us, if we take into 
consideration the information that we were 
provided by the head teachers of the classes where 
the poll was made: although many parents were 
recorded as unemployed, they were known to work 
(at least one parent per family) in Greece, Italy or 
Spain. Under the label of “poor”, complexes, even 
contradictory realities were hid. This is why we did 
not risk a sociological approach, conceiving our 
research just as a test that says something about the 

                                                 
38 The results of my poll are confirmed by an ampler one, 
made within the project What does Communism Mean to 
Me? directed by the Institute for the Investigation of the 
Communism Crimes in Romania (2007). Out of 1,500 
essays taken into consideration, only 10% illustrate 
today the competing memories of communism and the 
children’s difficulty to define it in clear terms. The 
children hesitate between “order” and “security”, 
attributed to the old regime, and “freedom” or 
“competence”, associated with democracy. But the 
family environment has a decisive influence, the children 
identifying postcommunism with chaos and social 
inequity (Raluca Grosescu, op.cit., p.10). 
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historical culture of the moment. My experiment 
only wished to confirm that a certain epoch has, 
indeed, a limited number of actors and witnesses, 
but when subsequently remembered and perceived, 
more persons participate, who did not live it first-
hand. 

 
VII.  Poverty could confer a compensatory 
identity for the following reasons: a) maintaining it 
in a society exhausted by the rhetoric of progress, 
by the slogan of the “goods belonging to the whole 
people” and by the implicit guilt on those who had 
too much wealth; b) the re-Christianisation of 
poverty after 1989 and the eschatological valences 
virtually existing in the poor’s statute; c) the 
conviction, once a communist one, that collective 
successes compensated the individual failures; this 
is why we believe we are entitled to take on one’s 
own account the communism achievements, 
considering them personal successes.  

Sharing the standpoint of American 
anthropology, inclined to approach culture as a 
succession of discontinuities and not as a whole 
(Boudon 1997, 534-537), we take into 
consideration the possibility that the poor might 
develop their own culture, without transforming 
into a dogma the idea that poverty is culturally 
perpetuated anywhere and anytime (Zamfir 1995, 
43). Usually, the change in the standard of life also 
leads to a change in cultural standards (Zamfir 
1995, 43). But for us, the persistence of a culture of 
poverty was due to an unfortunate passage from one 
poverty to another. Our poor individuals are not 
isolated from the system of values of the global 
society, but they cannot translate it into reality 
(Zamfir 1995, 43). Consequently, poverty disguised 
as a merit does not represent the value of a specific 
subculture, but a modality of self-defence, an 
attempt to honourably reject the dominant values 
and to mask, somehow, this inadaptability (Zamfir 
1995, 43). We live in a world that is never ready for 
its present, always surprised, and outraged by the 
day to come. Therefore, those who think that they 
succeeded in life due to communism should not be 
made fun of. We cannot go beyond a situation 
unless we understand and accept it. It is time for us 
to admit that the communist regime had something 
to offer: a modernization programme, as it was, 
unachieved, non-realistic, repressive (Petrescu 
1999, 142-168). Many of us benefited from this 
project. The restructuring of an agrarian society 
reversed social hierarchies, changed destinies, 
“made” individuals, as the nostalgic people 
underline. The persecuted, imprisoned, forcedly 
collectivised and nationalised Romanians are no 
longer an important sample of the population. Their 
voices are covered by the huge majority to whom 

communism really brought a better life. Moreover, 
the totalitarian past does not have adepts any more. 
But it will continue to raise regrets, as long as, 
compared to the present, it continues to pass as the 
lesser evil.  
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Historiographical Discourses. The Uniate Church from 18th Century. 
Transylvania in Historical Writings after 1989 

 
 

G r e t a – M o n i c a    M I R O N
1  

 
Abstract. I strive to detect what changed during two decades of historiography by focusing on the 

historical writing referring the Uniate Church from the principality of Transylvania. I included in this analysis 
both Romanian and foreign historians who, through their contribution, brought on relevant changes of the vision 
related to the religious union and evolution of the Uniate Church in the 18th century. As such, my incursion, 
along with distinguishing certain characteristics of Romanian historiography after 1989, starting from this case 
study, serves the purpose of detaching the image of Romanian Transylvanian society of the 18th century as it 
was built in studies dedicated to the Uniate Church. Although sometimes descriptive or compendious, studies of 
the last two decades dedicated to the Uniate church in the 18th century have cast a new light on Romanian 
society. Analyses from the point of view of the Catholic reformation have illustrated the advancement of 
Romanian Society towards modernity due to the dissemination and implementation of the unifying ecclesiastical 
policy promoted by the Viennese Court. By investigating the parochial world, historians reached a more colorful 
understanding of the challenges that parishioners had to endure, their  reactions to changes in the traditional 
order, of faith, but also in family conduit norms, in couples’ and community relations. Studies dedicated to the 
identity discourse promoted by the Uniate hierarchy cast a new light on it, indicate its availability to adapt to 
reform related to ideas coming from the Catholic environments in which it was formed (Rome or Vienna) and to 
modern methods of dissemination of the discourse (pamphlets, edificatory images), it reveals the role it played 
in the cultural communication from within Romanian society. 
 
Keywords: historical writing, Uniate church, confessional identity, tradition-modernity, religious 
communication 
 

Rezumat. Am analizat în acest studiu, viziunea proiectată în istoriografia ultimelor două decenii, română 
şi străină în egală măsură, asupra fondării şi evoluţiei Bisericii unite din Transilvania pe parcursul secolului al 
XVIII-lea. Scopul meu a fost de a releva temele şi ideile recurente dar şi noile interogaţii puse în scrisul istoric 
românesc referitor la subiect sub influenţa unor paradigme şi concepte preluate din istoriografia europeană ca: 
reformă/înnoire catolică, disciplinare socială, identitate confesională, comunicare religioasă. Urmărind tematica 
abordată, tipurile de surse utilizate, caracteristicile reconstituirilor istorice, am observat tendinţele novatoare ale 
istoriografiei acestui subiect în paralel cu ataşamentul unor istorici faţă de vechi scheme interpretative şi clişee 
istoriografice. Chestiuni încă controversate (ca cele ale cauzelor şi efectelor unirii religioase) au permis 
interogaţii referitoare la resursele polemice ale scrisului istoric românesc. În fine, m-a interesat imaginea pe care 
studiile referitoare la Biserica unită au conturat-o în istoriografie asupra societăţii româneşti a secolului al 
XVIII-lea din perspectiva raportului tradiţie-modernitate.      
 
Cuvinte-cheie: istoriografie, Biserica unită, identitate confesională, tradiţie-modernitate, comunicare 
religioasă. 
 

The1 reemergence after 1989 of the topic 
of the union of Romanians from Transylvania 
with the Church of Rome and of the evolution 
of the Uniate Church throughout the 18th 
century, almost forgotten after 1948 when the 
Greek-Catholic Church was outlawed, was a 
challenge for historians. Inheriting an engaged, 
partisan, polemical par excellence 
                                                 
1 Associate Professor, Faculty of History and 
Philosophy,  “Babeş-Bolyai” University, Cluj-Napoca,  
e-mail:  mirongreta@yahoo.com 

 

historiography but which did not lack criticism, 
followed in the communist era by a repetitive 
monologue, historians claimed a necessary 
renewal of the historical inquiry (Teodor, 2003; 
Câmpeanu, 2004). Greek-Catholic historians 
silenced in the country have published in exile, 
in Rome (Acta Historica), München 
(Perspective), Freiburg (Bârlea, 1948) and 
Madrid (Tăutu et al., 1952). Within the 
country, historiography and journalism have 
had mostly partisan accents. The authenticity of 
synod documents of the union was debated and 
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the ecclesiastic journals have disseminated 
texts meant to condemn the union of 
Romanians with the Church of Rome (Miron, 
2009). Also present were balanced studies, 
composed from the perspective of the 
confession-nation relation which cast a new 
light over the role of the Uniate Church in 
contouring national consciousness or studies to 
be integrated into the history of ideas (Prodan, 
1984, 134- 244; Teodor, 1984, 72- 83). The 
study of Radu Florescu, published abroad, is 
also illustrative for the constructive discourse 
promoted by certain historians due to the 
criticism of confessional partisanship and 
sterile polemics (Florescu, 1967). After 1989, 
in an analysis dedicated to historiography 
referring to the union of Romanians from the 
north-western parts of Transylvania with the 
Church of Rome, Ovidiu Ghitta ascertained the 
anchoring of previous research into an event 
based history, a factual and partisan one, 
proposing future analytical intercessions which 
will consider the more broader political and 
confessional context of the religious union of 
Romanians (Ghitta, 1994). A decade later, 
Remus Câmpeanu, remarked, along with the 
preservation of certain clichés, some partisan 
attitudes and the renewal of the historical 
discourse through new methodological 
approaches and critical reevaluations 
(Câmpeanu, 2004). 

Therefore, I strive to detect what 
changed during two decades of historiography 
by focusing on the historical writing referring 
the Uniate Church from the principality of 
Transylvania. I included in this analysis both 
Romanian and foreign historians who, through 
their contribution, brought on relevant changes 
of the vision related to the religious union and 
evolution of the Uniate Church in the 18th 
century. As such, my incursion, along with 
distinguishing certain characteristics of 
Romanian historiography after 1989, starting 
from this case study, serves the purpose of 
detaching the image of Romanian 
Transylvanian society of the 18th century as it 
was built in studies dedicated to the Uniate 
Church.  

One of the “long-lasting” themes of 
historical writing, a controversial one which 
bestirred most passions and polemic debates 
was that of the union of Romanians with the 

Church of Rome. A change in vision over this 
topic was due to the analysis in a larger 
historical context, of the relations between the 
churches of the East and West throughout the 
centuries (Suttner, 1998; Chaline, 1998). As 
such, the union of Romanians was analyzed 
through comparison with previous unions from 
Brest and Užhorod, and placed in the regional 
context of the advance of Catholicism in 
Hungary, Sătmar and Bihor. Ovidiu Ghitta 
gave us a complex and comprehensive analysis 
of the union in Sătmar region following-up on 
the cooperation between the House of 
Habsburg and the Catholic Church for the 
promotion of Catholicism in the region, by 
analyzing the concept of union defined at the 
Council of Florence, the attitude of the Holy 
See towards orthodox communities during the 
16th and 17th centuries, the concept of anti-
ottoman crusade related to the idea of 
reconstruction of Christian unity. He discussed 
the concept of “partial union” and its two 
translations into practice (Brest and Uzhorod) 
by seizing the differences between them and 
pursued the evolution from “union” to 
“reunification” (Ghitta, 2001, 17-149). 
Preoccupied to define the particularities of the 
Partium union, Gh. Gorun saw the union with 
Rome as a fact “overwhelmingly confessional”, 
an act of self-preservation of the eastern 
traditions threatened by Calvinism, 
accomplished without a political impulse from 
the exterior and without the participation of the 
Jesuits (Gorun, 2000). The comparative 
perspective led to the perceiving of some 
common features of the unions as: conditioning 
the union by the maintenance of the canonical 
and liturgical-disciplinary identity and 
promotion by the ecclesiastic elite of the 
Florentine union model, meaning the union 
between two churches which converge to the 
same faith while maintaining their institutional 
identity (Morini, 1999). Researcher Ovidiu 
Ghitta revealed the existence of a “joint” 
history of the Uniates from Sătmar and 
Transylvania, part of a process whose finality 
was the integration of former “Schismatics” in 
the Catholic system (Ghitta, 2000; Ghitta, 
2002).  

Naturally, the interest of historians also 
turned to the reaction of Transylvanian society, 
a multi-ethnical and pluriconfessional one, to 
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changes in the ecclesiastic structure of the 
Principality. As such, researchers analyzed the 
Orthodoxy-Calvinism relations in the decades 
preceding the union by advancing the idea 
according to which, under the influence of 
Calvinism, the Transylvanian Orthodox Church 
went through a reform at institutional level 
which, among other, led to the creation of an 
elite of archpriests receptive to change 
(Dumitran, 2002). The definition of the 
“calvinization” process of the 17th century 
Orthodox Church helped to understand the 
availability of the elite of this Church to unite 
with the Church of Rome (Sipos, 2002; Sipos, 
2005; Sipos, 2006). Less investigated were the 
other relations, between the representatives of 
Catholicism (the Catholic status, the Jesuits) 
and Uniates. Progress was achieved through the 
editing of new sources, of certain fragments of 
Jesuit historical literature, relevant for the 
Jesuit visions about the union, for the way in 
which relations between Jesuits and Uniates 
were configured throughout the 18th century 
(Freyberger, 1996). Other sources like reports 
of the members of the Jesuit Order were 
investigated in order to emphasize the 
especially religious, theological character of the 
Union (Wolff, 2002); more general documents, 
syntheses referring to Jesuit missionaries in all 
three Romanian countries revealed the 
contribution of such Jesuits to the spiritual and 
intellectual life of the region (Periş, 2005; Rus, 
2007; Marton, 2005).  

Comparative studies dedicated to 
unions within the central-eastern European 
space and those referring to inter-confessional 
relations have stimulated a fertile study 
direction, that of the identity of the Uniate 
Church. The interest fell on the outlining and 
promotion of the Florentine and Tridentine 
concepts of union. Along with sources already 
“consecrated” (synod documents, and 
confessions of faith), other, ignored thus far 
like religious books edited under the patronage 
of the Alba-Iulia Episcopacy in 1699, the 
“Chiriacodromion” and the “Bucoavna” were 
exploited in order to reveal Bishop’s Atanasie 
Anghel promotion of the Florentine concept of 
union (Corina Teodor, 2000). By pursuing the 
programmatic and ideological implications of 
the editing of the “Bucoavna” and comparing it 
to the statement of union from 1698, Ovidiu 

Ghitta has framed the research in the plan of 
history of ideas (Ghitta, 2009). Along with the 
defining of the union concept, through the 
historical and dogmatic-canonic analysis of 
some declarations of faith, interest was shown 
also for some terminology assignations, for 
example the term “law” with the variants 
“ancestral law” („lege strămoşească”) and 
“Orthodox law” („lege pravoslavnică”) 
(Oancea, 2002). 

Studies dedicated to union concepts 
have stimulated the recommencement of 
debates regarding the authenticity of synod 
documents, some of the most controversial in 
historiography. The emphasis was put on 
studying the synod of 1697 and its authenticity 
was demonstrated by its contextualization and 
through a new reading of synod documents. 
The fact that, among its requisites, such as 
maintaining the rite unchanged and preserving 
the individuality of the Uniate Church, the local 
clergy participating to the synod has in fact 
supported the union in a Florentine sense 
reveals, in the opinion of certain historians, the 
authenticity of the documents (Gudea, 1994; 
Pompiliu Teodor, 2000; Stanciu, 2005). In 
contrast with this type of investigation, another 
one open in the orthodox historiography of late 
19th century was maintained, based on the 
formal and language analysis of synod 
documents. The presence in the documents of 
certain terms specific to the Catholic, Jesuit 
environment has determined the representatives 
of this direction to advocate the falseness of the 
document seen as a late figment of Jesuits. The 
followers of such non-authenticity of the synod 
document from 1697 have assumed the analysis 
and conclusions of the historian Silviu 
Dragomir, in intercessions which ignored other 
historiographical opinions, striving only to 
reaffirm, to reinforce a thesis (Dragomir, 1962; 
Păcurariu, 1991, 12-32; Chifăr, 2002; Morar, 
2002).  

Associated to the interest for the 
concepts of the Union, for their creators and 
promoters was that for the Romanian clergy 
who participated to the Union negotiations. 
Interrogations regarding the intellectual profile, 
the cultural horizon of the participants to these 
debates have directed the attention to the 
personality of the bishops of the Union, Teofil 
and Atanasie Anghel but also to the local 
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clergy, archpriests and priests. Like this, the 
idea according to which late 17th century 
archpriests formed an elitist group distinctive 
through education and their activity in the 
public space was even more accredited. 
Accounts regarding the competitiveness of 
archpriests, their availability to engage in 
political games within the principality, to 
participate in debates with confessional themes 
only gave nuance to previous views according 
to which archpriests who participated in synods 
did not understand anything about the union, 
they lacked the required prestige, as they were 
puppets manipulated by the political power and 
by the Jesuits (Hitchins, 2000; Ghitta, 2002a).  

With regard to the lay subjects of the 
union, mere believers living in a predominantly 
rural environment, was pursued the way in 
which the features of this world such as 
ignorance, traditionalism, attachment to the 
outer forms of belief, and fear of change, have 
influenced its attitude towards the union 
(Miron, 1995-1996; Câmpeanu, 2006).  

In essence, in dealing with the theme of 
the union, noticeable are the interest for the 
concepts of union propagated in European 
historiography and the interpretations inspired 
from research dedicated to the Catholic reform 
which transposed the action of union into the 
context of generally European evolutions. For 
that matter, these research directions were 
considered as well in the study of the Uniate 
Church’s evolution throughout the 18th century.  

The most effective interpretative line 
was that dedicated to the definition of the 
Uniate Church’s identity, meant to observe just 
how open this church was to Latinized 
renewals and how attached was it to tradition. 
The oscillation of the Uniate elite between 
Catholicizing transformations and the 
maintenance of eastern traditions was pursued 
in studies dedicated to marriage and the regular 
clergy, to its role in defining the identity of the 
Uniate Church (Stanciu, 2008; Miron, 2011). 
The different attitudes of the Uniate 
ecclesiastical elites (bishops, consistory 
members) concerning the adoption of the 
Tridentine matrimonial law and the caution of 
these elites in mentioning during their 
discourse addressed to the local, parish clergy 
the name of the Council of Trent, were 
revealed (Miron, 2003-2004). Based on some 

unpublished documents from the archive of the 
Congregatio de Propaganda Fide, Radu Nedici 
analyzed the correspondence between the 
Uniate Bishop Petru Pavel Aaron, the Roman-
Catholic Bishop Anton Bajtay and the Roman 
ecclesiastic circles regarding the issue of 
latinization in order to detect the means of 
latinization, its proportions and consequences 
over the Romanian social elitist body as well as 
over the leadership of the Uniate Church 
(Nedici, 2010). 

A research territory significant from an 
identity perspective was that referring to the 
literature elaborated by the uniate ecclesiastic 
elite. Integrated to the literature of the Counter 
Reformation, it was deemed a sign of 
adaptation of the Catholic’s Church doctrine by 
the uniate intellectual scholars, with effects on 
political ideology; was also studied the 
contribution of this literature to the cultural 
history of Romanians, to the foreshadowing of 
Enlightenment ideas as with the union 
consolidation program while being integrated 
to the literature of religious controversy 
(Teodor, 1995; Barta, 2004). In an exhaustive 
approach Ciprian Ghişa highlighted the 
multiple aspects of the Uniates’ Church identity 
analyzing the four Florentine points, the rite, 
the holy days and calendar, and the historical 
uniate discourse (Ghişa, 2006).  

A special course in the approach of 
identity literature, that of catechisms, was 
opened by Ovidiu Ghitta with a comparative 
analysis of the first catechisms dedicated to 
Uniates from Transylvania and Hungary, of the 
Jesuit Ladislau Bárány and of the Uniate 
Bishop of Munkács, Iosif de Camellis, in order 
to detect the way in which the two authors have 
defined the uniate confessional identity (Ghitta, 
2002b). The historian has annealed on the 
Baranyan Catechism “Pânea Pruncilor” [The 
Children’s Bread] in a reference analysis for 
the historiography of the problem due to its 
complexity. Considerate to the context of the 
catechism’s elaboration and its addressees, to 
patterns of the Catholic world and 
particularities of the Transylvanian catechism, 
the author has defined the confessional 
atmosphere in Transylvania during the first 
years after the union as it was revealed by the 
relations between Catholics, the Jesuit order 
and Uniates, and has integrated the Romanian 
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uniate areal into the European Catholic one 
(Ghitta, 2008).  

The activity of Jesuits in Romanian 
society was analyzed also from the perspective 
of the ethnicity-confession relation and of the 
tangent meeting between two different 
civilizations, the eastern and western one 
(Oldson, 2005; Shore, 2007).  

In the direction of identity definition 
through the “other” confessional, one could 
also integrate studies referring to the relations 
between Uniate and Orthodox believers 
throughout the 18th century, especially the mid-
century confessional movements. Historians 
have emphasized the policy of the Viennese 
Court regarding apostasy and religious 
tolerance, and the attitude of Transylvanian 
officials towards Uniates and Non-Uniates 
(Orthodox) (Săsăujan, 2002; Săsăujan, 2007; 
Dumitran, 2007). The policy of the Viennese 
court towards Orthodox believers from 
Transylvania was appreciated as the result of 
the crossing from confessional absolutism to 
enlightened absolutism in a time when the 
interests of the state have prevailed over those 
of the church, a sign of early enlightenment. 
The experience of confessional movement of 
Visarion Sarai was seen by Keith Hitchins 
profitable for the Viennese Court which gained 
expertise in operating with a concept still 
fragile, that of an ethnic nation, as well as for 
the Uniate Church to whom, after this difficult 
moment, the Viennese Court has offered new 
resources to prosper, to become stronger 
(Hitchins, 2007). The interest of historians for 
the Uniate/Orthodox relations during the 
periods of confessional movements led to their 
defining in terms of confrontation-antagonism-
coexistence by investigating the world of 
villages and the rural mentality. The Visarion 
Sarai episode has stimulated studies regarding 
the definition of the spiritual climate within the 
Romanian villages, of relations between Uniate 
and Non-Uniate priests, between priests and 
parishioners, the first seen as agents of society 
modernization due to their attempt to eliminate 
superstitions and folklore from the religious 
practices of villagers (Hitchins, 1987, 5-30). 
The success of the Visarion movement was 
explained not only through political terms 
(associated with the involvement of Bishop 
Inochentie Micu in the political fight) or 

confessional ones (regarding the involvement 
of the Karlowitz metropolitan) as was 
accomplished in general in previous 
historiography, but in terms of the modernism-
traditionalism relation. The traditionalism of 
the overwhelmingly rural Romanian society 
which was not penetrated by the new currents 
of ideas which circulated in the urban 
intellectual environments explains, in the 
opinion of the historian Hitchins, the failure of 
the union (Hitchins, 2002). The movement was 
investigated also through its effects at the level 
of the diocese’s management (configuration of 
some influence groups with different options 
over the hierarch wanted to lead the Uniate 
Church) (Ghitta, 2007) and through its effects 
within parishes, at a micro-social level, of 
cohabitation within the family and the 
community (Miron, 2005). Also present was 
the approach of the subject from a theological 
perspective, in which the subject was placed in 
a long-lasting history of relations between 
“Latin” and “Greeks” marked by the synods 
from Florence and Trento (Suttner, 2007).  

Likewise, the other confessional, anti-
union movement, that of the monk Sofronie, 
has laid the path for research relevant for the 
relations between political and ecclesiastical 
decision making factors. Researchers tried to 
explain the reasons for the success of this 
movement by debating over a historical lasting 
process, that of the assimilation of the union by 
laity. The historian Ovidiu Ghitta placed the 
movement of Sofronie in a historical 
perspective by studying the Uniate/Orthodox 
relations in the decades before the movement, 
between 1719 and 1759. He has illustrated the 
transformation of Sătmar in a completely uniate 
space which gives Sofronie’s movement in this 
region special significance, and explain, at least 
partially, its relatively evanescent success 
(Ghitta, 2001, 291-339). Due to the 
exploitation of new sources (coming from 
bishopric and local lay archives, from the Aulic 
Council, the Gubernia and the 
“Locumtenentiale“ Council) the analyses have 
gained substance. The new sources allowed the 
pursuit of relations established during this time 
of crisis between the political power (the 
Viennese Court, and local authorities) and the 
Uniate bishops (from Munkács and Făgăraş), 
the reconstruction of the movement’s 
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organisation and the means to disseminate the 
anti-union discourse within parishes (Miron, 
2007, 73-123). The Uniate/Orthodox conflict 
was also seen as a fight to defend Orthodoxy 
threatened by the union, a fight for the “defense 
of the ancestral belief”, in which the Orthodox 
believers are usually presented as victims of an 
offensive Catholicism promoted by the 
Viennese Court and of the aggressiveness of 
the Uniates. The attention of authors was 
focused on emphasizing the sufferings of 
certain “defenders of Orthodoxy” who became 
martyrs of the Orthodox Church (Chifăr, 2007).  

Investigation of the Uniate/Orthodox 
relations did not stop only with these anti-
uniate movements, but considered diverse 
aspects manifested throughout the 18th century: 
ordination in Orthodox spaces (Miron, 2002), 
apostasy and conversions (Ghitta, 2001, 203-
213), ecclesiastic policy promoted by the 
Uniate bishops against their Orthodox 
correspondents, the impact of the Theresian 
and Josephine Reforms, of the religious 
tolerance policy over Transylvanian subjects 
(Teodor, 1998; Miron, 1999; Dumitran, 2006). 
The identity-alterity relation was defined also 
through discourse analysis, pursuing for 
example, the image depicted by the Orthodox 
about Uniates and the other way around, by 
Uniates about Orthodox within the historical 
literature of the 18th century as well as that 
depicted by Protestants about Uniates and 
Orthodox in the age’s nobility memoires 
(Brusanowski, 2006; Sipos, 2007). In an 
identity key was also analyzed the institutional 
evolution of the Uniate Church throughout the 
18th century by following Calvinistic and 
Catholic influences in the set-up of the Uniate 
Church obviously along with the preservation 
of traditional Orthodox institutional structures 
(Dumitran, 1997; Miron, 2004). From the 
bishops, as promoters of the Catholic Reform, 
the studies went on to the main agents of the 
Catholic Reform within the parishes, 
archpriests and priests. Daniel Barbu has made 
a distinction between the medieval Inochentie 
Micu, for whom the union with the Church of 
Rome was both a political act as well as an act 
of faith, in the terms of the predecessors who 
perfected the union, and his successor P.P. 
Aaron, the typical 18th century catholic 
hierarch, preoccupied with the construction of 

his church’s cultural identity, with giving it a 
doctrinarian consistency (Barbu, 1993). The 
last few years helped reconfigure the profile of 
the intellectual, the cultural horizon of some 
figures of the 18th century Uniate Church 
(Chindriş, Iacob, 2007; Chindriş, 2009; Mârza, 
2009; Stanciu, 2009; Stanciu, 2009a). Still 
from the point of view of the Catholic Reform, 
was analysed the policy of the Viennese Court 
and of the Uniate Bishopric by the reformation 
and disciplining of local clergy and of 
parishioners through education, and through the 
commanded norms of moral and social 
behavior (Miron, 2002a). The formation of the 
parish clergy was integrated into a broader 
direction, related to the history of elites, 
emphasizing the interest of the Uniate nobility 
for education, for the acts of culture in general 
(Barbu, 1996; Dumitran, 1998-1999; 
Câmpeanu, 2000, 125-283; Miron, 2002b). For 
the replenishment of the image about Uniate 
priests during the 18th century, attention was 
drawn to their social and economic status, by 
analyzing the legislation of the Viennese Court, 
the opportunities offered to faithful priests who 
persevered in the union, to penetrate or to 
remain within the Romanian nobility body, and 
the reaction of local authorities and of the land 
owners towards it (Miron, 2007a); the analysis 
scheme which pursued the centre-periphery 
relation was associated with the relation 
between tradition and modernity, the relation 
between traditional forms for the material 
support of priests (the aid of parishioners 
through produce and labor) and some modern 
ones (remuneration). At last, studies out of the 
history of the book, illustrative for the 
bookishness horizon of priests, for the relation 
priest-book-community as well as those out of 
the history of the religious feeling which 
introduce us to the world of parishioners 
through the analysis of the forms of devoutness 
(individual and collective), have all completed 
the image about the Uniate priesthood and lay 
people of the 18th century (Radosav, 1995; 
Radosav, 1997; Mircea, 2008).  

Along with the actual reenactments, 
also of great significance are the debates 
regarding concepts, quite unsubstantial in 
Romanian historical writing. As such, hosting 
within the pages of the Studia Universitatis 
Babeş-Bolyai Review of a group regarding the 
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paradigm of confessionalization which begins 
with an interview granted to Maria Crăciun by 
one of the actual authors of the concept, Heinz 
Schilling, is almost singular in our 
historiography so therefore even more 
meritorious. Incursions into the historiography 
of the concept meant to emphasize its birth, 
features, weak points and criticism which were 
brought in parallel with the presentation of 
some new ongoing research projects based on 
this renewed paradigm, adapted to other 
regions than the classical German one, as well 
as the central-eastern European one, are able to 
offer Romanian historians research 
suggestions, and methodological references 
(Crăciun, 2008; Lotz-Heumann, 2008; 
Deventer, 2008).  

At the end of this historiographical 
incursion it is important to state first of all the 
fact that a good part of researches was the 
subject of doctoral theses (most of these being 
coordinated by professor Pompiliu Teodor) 
which were thereafter transformed into 
monographs, other were simulated by the 
performance in last century’s  90’s of a study 
program related to the history of the church and 
of the religious life by the Institute for Central-
European Studies within the Faculty of History 
from Cluj-Napoca as well as by the 
performance of a research program for the 
history of the Uniate Church in the 18th century 
from a pluriconfessional perspective (sustained 
by the Pro Oriente Foundation). Innovative and 
diverse sources were exploited, even if some 
were poorer than those available to Western 
Europe historians considering the especially 
rural character of Romanian society in the 18th 
century. During the past few years, volumes of 
documents from internal and external archives 
were published (Daniel Dumitran et al., 2009; 
Ciubotă et al., 2007; Stanciu et al., 2009; 
Suttner, 2010). An important source, less 
exploited by historiography, was the visual 
one, the iconographical one. The study of 
image, from the perspective of religious 
propaganda and communication, is a research 
current situated at the cross-road between 
history and art history (Miron, Crăciun, 2010).  

Although sometimes descriptive or 
compendious, studies of the last two decades 
dedicated to the Uniate church in the 18th 
century have cast a new light on Romanian 

society. Analyses from the point of view of the 
Catholic Reform have illustrated the 
advancement of Romanian Society towards 
modernity due to the dissemination and 
implementation, at the edges of the Empire, of 
the unifying ecclesiastical policy promoted by 
the Viennese Court. By investigating the 
parochial world, historians reached a more 
colorful understanding of the challenges that 
parishioners had to endure, their  reactions to 
changes in the traditional order, of faith, but 
also in family conduit norms, in couples’ and 
community relations. Studies dedicated to the 
identity discourse promoted by the Uniate 
hierarchy cast a new light on it, indicate its 
availability to adapt to reform related ideas 
coming from the catholic environments in 
which it was formed (Rome or Vienna) and to 
modern methods of dissemination of the 
discourse (pamphlets, edificatory images), it 
reveals the role it played in the cultural 
communication from within Romanian society 
(Ghitta, 2011).  
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The International Society for Cultural History Conference, Lunéville, 
France, 2-5 July 2012 

 
  

E c a t e r i n a    L U N G
1 

 
The1 sixth conference of the International 

Society for Cultural History was organised this year 
in France in cooperation with the Institut d’Histoire 
Culturelle Européenne – Bronislaw Geremek, at the 
welcoming space of the Castle of Luneville, 
Loraine. 

The main theme of the conference was 
“Histoire culturelle du travail” – Cultural History of 
Work, as Loraine was one of the most industrialized 
regions of France, and work is one of the core 
human activities. 

Participants to the conference represented 
almost all the continents, Europe, North and South 
America, Africa, Asia and Australia, which shows 
the international spread of cultural history. At the 
same time, this international character of the 
scientific reunions organised by ISCH allows the 
participants to exchange ideas and methodological 
suggestions. Also, the number of lectures given at 
Luneville, about one hundred, makes impossible a 
detailed presentation of the conference, so we will 
try to identify some important directions. 

Firstly, the concept of work was understood 
in its largest signification, as a human activity 
producing material objects but also carrying 
intellectual and symbolic values. Thus, there were 
panels dedicated to factories, seen as places of 
cultural production, also to the working class 
movement, with its cinematographic, poetic, 
literary, artistic representations (such as the panels 
named “The factory, combat zone, place of cultural 
production”, “The worker in Latin America cinema: 
depictions of a revolutionary protagonist”, “Poetic 
and literary representations of work”).  

Of course, the perspective of almost all the 
approaches relating to industrial or commercial 
work was a cultural one, which underlined the 
symbolic meaning of the representations of the 
work process or of the workers, seen by themselves 
or by the others (as the lectures from the panel “For 
a history of a working class representation of the 
culture of work. Between Culture, trade union 
culture and working-class culture.”). 

There were presentations speaking about the 
intellectual activity, as those reunited in panels like 
“The production of knowledge” or “Historiography, 

                                                 
1 Professor Ecaterina Lung, Faculty of History, 
University of Bucharest,  
e-mail: ecaterina_lung@yahoo.com  

the writing of history and work”, the artistic one 
(“Artistic perspectives”, “Work, creation and 
representation”, “The music profession”). The link 
between work and gender was another important 
topic of the conference, with two panels dedicated 
to it. 

Even though almost all the presentations I 
could attend were quite interesting, from the point 
of view of their subjects, approach or methodology, 
I would underline especially those related to the 
cultural history of music. “Le chant du marteau” 
presented by Didier Francfort, the main organiser of 
the conference, was an intriguing and fascinating 
incursion in the world of musical sonorities inspired 
by this apparently so mundane tool. From Wagner 
to Verdi, from Joseph Strauss to futurism, the sound 
of the hammer was used in musical compositions 
for different reasons, but with interesting and 
culturally significant effects. 

The complex personality of Franz Liszt was 
decoded by Bruno Moysan, in “Liszt damné de la 
terre. L’artiste romantique, le virtuose et le 
polemisté engagé confrontés au travail”, lecture full 
of rich suggestions.  

The complex raport between popular traditon 
and its uses in a modern society was analysed by 
Panagiota Anagnostou, in a presentation both very 
well documented and attractive: “Le metier du 
musician et les representations du travail dans la 
musique populaire grecque de l’entre deux 
guerres”.  

This time the Romanian presence at the ISCH 
conference was more significant than in previous 
years. Dana Pantea from the University of Oradea 
presented a material about “The Influence of  the 
English Culture upon the Work Culture in the Three 
Romanian Provinces in the 19th Century”, 
underlining a less known aspect of the contacts 
between England and the  Romanian space.  Dragoş 
Sdrobiş, from the George Bariţiu History Institute 
of Cluj Napoca, offered an interesting point of view 
on „The Limits of Meritocracy in an Agrarian 
Society. Intellectual Unemployment in Romania, 
1919-1939”, including an analysis of suicide cases 
among young university graduates of the period. 

Mihaela Pop, from the University of 
Bucharest, presented a lecture about “Les aspects 
du travail creatif du peintre au XXe siècle”, which 
touched on the various aspects of the creative 
process, including materials used and the 
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relationship between creator-worker and art-
product. 

Another presenter from the University of 
Bucharest at this conference was myself, Ecaterina 
Lung, with a paper on the work of Early Medieval 
Historians, intitled “Que peut-on faire des sources 

narratives de l’Antiquité tardive et du Haut Moyen 
Age?”. 

 Through the various activities promoted by 
the ISCH, including this latest conference, the many 
international participants have been able to offer 
their views and their research to a larger audience 
and also to the scrutiny of their peers

. 
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How do we succeed to deconstruct the school-taught history? 
Cătălina Mihalache, Didactica apartenenţei. Istorii de uz şcolar în 
România secolului XX, Iaşi, Editura Institutul European, 2012 (A 

Review) 
 
 

S d r o b i ş    D R A G O Ş1 
 

„The purpose of this history book is to focus on the Romanians, whose life was and is the richest in 
facts and results. It is about the Romanians from the present kingdom of Romania. They are the ones who have 
succeeded to live almost independently in the past, and nowadays they compound a powerful and respected 
state in Eastern Europe. 

To the obedient Romanians – over the Carpathians, Prut or Danube River – history itself will focus its 
attention, only when they, through their actions, will make history to talk about them”      

(Aguletti 1914, 5-6). 
 

I 1 chose to begin this review by presenting a 
short excerpt from a Romanian history book 
published right before the First World War began. 
These few words become very relevant in proving a 
truism that very often we tend to ignore: history – 
or, in other words, the historical discourse – 
represents a mechanism of building the past in a 
prospective way. Eventually, it is the past that 
should correspond to the exigencies of the present. 
Indeed, we should admit that history preoccupies 
with events that will never occur twice. But, 
meanwhile, if we take into consideration Roland 
Barthes’ witticism, we may reach a pessimist 
conclusion: „Le fait n’a jamais qu’une existence 
linguistique”. 

The book of Cătălina Mihalache analyzes this 
very paradox: the linguistic or discoursive existence 
of history. It is all about a history inoculated 
through school books, polished by the appeal to the 
collective memory, circulated as incontestable truth 
and, last but not least, converted into identity 
landmark. That being said, it seems that the role of 
the historian significantly shrinks under the 
pressure of the present exigencies. The only 
problem is that the claims of the present are a 
normal consequence of the political hysterias 
(István Bibő) promoted, among others, by the 
historians. This can be the way to understand the 
influence of the present upon the past and this is the 
reason why historians tend to re-write the past from 
the perspective of the present by choosing some 
aspects while eluding others. Finally, the choice 
itself becomes the way of fracturing, remodeling 
and assuming the past. 

The analysis of Cătălina Mihalache is not just 

                                                 
1 PhD candidate Dragoş Sdrobiş, “George Baritiu” 
History Institute of Cluj Napoca, 
 e-mail: dragossdrobis@yahoo.com  

a simple analysis of the historiographical avatars. 
Not at all. Her demarche desires and fulfills to 
depict the ways through which the collective 
memory deforms the manner of writing the past. To 
place history and memory in the same 
epistemological schema is quite surprising. It seems 
to convert history into a psychoanalytical or 
pathological demarche, and less a scientifically one. 
But there are more and more voices that try to 
transform history into a memory act, considering 
that history obeys or should obey almost inevitably 
to the reminding-oblivion dialectics, the mechanism 
of providing what is supposed to be remembered. In 
this new paradigm, history should leave its 
restitution sight, because, in order to become 
capable of generalizing and acting efficiently, all 
you need is not an encyclopedic memory, but a 
“very selective one and the capacity of forgetting 
what seems to become less important” (Lowenthal 
2002, 226). So, the question that arises is: Are there 
any possibilities for the past to act efficiently upon 
the present? Cătălina Mihalache considers that an 
affirmative answer to this challenge is possible, an 
answer sustained by the school books or by the 
national celebrations. It is no secret that history as a 
restitute discourse becomes more and more an 
impossible action. That is why history, by 
manipulating memory, provokes oblivion. Even-
tually, it is this mechanism of manipulated history 
to suspend some difficult periods for any identity 
discourses. This is how “to recount a drama is to 
forget another one.” (Ricoeur 2001, 540) 

I guess this is the scientific schema within 
which Cătălina Mihalache builds her historio-
graphical discourse and in which the evolution of 
the historical representations becomes more 
suggestive and more intriguing than the appeal to 
the historical realities. What the author chose as 
historical document is the school book, 
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accompanied in her demonstration by the book for 
popularizing history or by the discourses performed 
by some major cultural or political actors during 
some festive moments for the national community. 

The reviewed book is the result of the 
authors’ doctoral thesis, an obvious fact through the 
abundant bibliographic references that sometimes 
suppress the reading fluency. But it is this 
rigorousness that reveals the scientific side of a 
demarche which analyzes a pedagogical literature 
somehow with the tendency to perish in front of the 
evanescent socio-political requirements. Divided in 
three major chapters, preceded by a theoretical 
excursus where the school book is presented as a 
place of collective memory, the demarche focuses 
on three major themes: the deconstruction of the 
leadership image in historiography, then the reasons 
for choosing a certain moment as national 
chronological landmark and, finally, the 
ambiguities pro-voked by the transfer of memory 
into the historical discourse. More than this, the 
process of analyzing the school books on each 
graduating level accompanied by the recourse to 
some specific historical vulgates reinforces the 
construction and the gradual condensation of some 
historical consciousness apprehended by each pupil, 
perceived as a future member of an “imagined 
community”. (Benedict Anderson) Along with the 
school manuals, the museums, the heroes’ 
cemeteries or school celebrations take part into the 
building of places or moments of the collective 
memory. The cyclical performance of these rituals 
makes the students or pupils to (re)discover the past 
as something always new and, meanwhile, 
unchangeable. This is the reason why the author 
chose to “explore some samples of active past, 
capable to nurture partisanships or polemics, and to 
face significant political or institutional mutations. 
More precisely, I shall analyze formative discourses 
structured in accordance with the great categories of 
the historical narrative – the hero, the event and the 
era.” (p. 29) 

The historiographical representation of 
Stephen the Great as an emblematic figure of the 
Romanian Middle Age becomes a proof of the 
manner we prefer to choose a convenient past. 
Talking about Stephen the Great is no more related 
to historical evidences, but it becomes a sort of 
identity ritual where all the attributes of an 
exemplary hero are gathered, like the defender of 
Christianity, benefactor of the peasantry and 
Church protector. Stephen’s historical image is the 
result of a more than a century and a half identity 
proselytism that finally ended up with the 
canonization of the Moldavian ruler by the 
Romanian Orthodox Church in 1992. By these 
facts, the representation of Stephen the Great seems 

to become more and more an osmosis between 
reality and fiction. How many of us have not 
learned that phrase: “Moldavia is not mine, neither 
yours, but it is for our descendants and for our 
descendants’ descendants” as belonging to Stephan 
the Great? It is the proper proof of literature’s 
power to replace history with fiction in collective 
memory. The celebration of the Stephen the Great’s 
demi-millenarian death in 2004 represented another 
demonstration of festive history (Vlad Georgescu) 
so often performed during the communist regime of 
Nicolae Ceausescu. Previously, in 1999 the crisis of 
the alternative history handbooks revealed the solid 
settlement of the historical image of the Moldavian 
ruler in public perception. Can history books 
dismantle these public perceptions apprehended by 
so many generations? The author doesn’t hesitate to 
express her skepticism, because, ultimately, history 
is taught, not disseminated. And, although history 
seems to come down to a simple knowledge 
transfer, it should not be ignored the ethical and 
moralizing power of teaching art that can lead to 
veritable identity “accumulations”. That is why, 
beyond the pedagogical prescriptions, the teacher’s 
role becomes crucial in transmitting, “interpreting” 
and mainly in transforming the historical 
information. 

In each Nation-State sanctuary – as it was 
projected in the 19th century – a special place was 
allocated to the national celebrations. The imposing 
feature of these moments should have affected even 
the European metropolis’ architecture. For instance, 
the great avenues of Paris that merge in Place 
d’Etoiles were susceptible of making more visible 
the symbolical procession dedicated to the new 
“laic religion”: the nation itself. And, along with the 
transformation of places, it became necessary to 
choose the founding moment. For the Romanian 
nation, this choice alternated between political 
utilitarianism and political superiority. This is why 
the political regime’s changes involved national day 
change, as it was the 10th of May, the 23rd of August 
or the 1st of December. The last, signifying the final 
step in developing The Great Romania, became 
national day after the collapse of the communist 
regime in 1989. Through this very choice the 
political leaders succeeded in undermining the civic 
foundation such a celebration should have. To 
choose a historical moment which is perceived by 
the Transylvanian Hungarians – the most numerous 
national minority from Romania – as a historical 
failure or even injustice not only sustains a hostile 
atmosphere, but limits the inclusive character of 
this national celebration. It was not the case during 
interwar Romania. In that period, the celebrative 
moment was the 15th of October, the day when 
King Ferdinand was crowned in 1922 as king of all 
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Romanians. Besides the symbolical delimitation 
from the independence moment obtained during the 
reign  of Carol the 1st, the moment used to be a sort 
of precaution, in order to avoid any concurrence 
between the lands united with the Old Kingdom in 
1918; The Great Union was meant to be the 
Monarch’s opera and, by this, the entire nation’s 
opera. It was the communist regime to shift the 
national celebrations accents toward other historical 
moments. As it was the 1859 Union centenary 
celebration, a meaningful signal of the returning 
nationalism; the figure of Alexandru Ioan Cuza 
fitted the Romanian communism’s exigencies. The 
collapse of the communist regime represented the 
proper moment in expressing the nationalist 
obsessions, the choice of December the 1st proving 
this statement, as I presented above.  

But, no matter the choice, since it is a 
moment of memory (in its ambivalent deno-tations, 
of remembering and reminding), the national 
celebration doesn’t propose to “expose a historical 
truth, integral and impartial. On the contrary, the 
celebration tends to preserve the immutability of 
symbols, despite the histori-cizing tendencies.” (p. 
219) The school didn’t fail to accomplish such an 
exigency. The school celebration, accompanied by 
solemn processions and by enthusiastic speeches 
performed by the teachers, became a soft 
mechanism through which “the present wasn’t 
disrupt, but linked to a memorable past, completing 
the past; unlike the linearity and cumulating  
historical time, the time of celebration is a circular 
one, allowing imaginative displacements into a 
generous continuum.” (p. 177) 

The last chapter of this book approaches a 
theme of immediate memory: the communism and 
its avatars. The ambiguity of the public 
representations about this totalitarian regime 
imposed a sort of school books’ “silence”, at least 
in the first post-communist decade. For the students 
of that time history ended up with the Second 
World War. Communism didn’t want to become 
past. In other words, reiterating Monica Hossu-
Login’s expression, communism was still a “history 
not taught at school”. 

The lack of consensus regarding the 
communism’s evaluation provoked Catalina 
Mihalache to present the ways our neighbors 
assumed this historical trauma. The school books 
taken into consideration were the Bulgarian, 
Hungarian, Albanian or German ones. Through 

such a comparative demarche the anathematization 
of communism seems no more a Romanian pheno-
menon: here and elsewhere, everything about 
communism is depicted in gloomy colors, life itself 
is almost frozen and the defiant actions against the 
regime must “precede” the collapse of communism 
in 1989. The only problem – euphemistically 
talking – is the living memory of those who were 
born and lived an important part of their lives under 
the communist rule. The interviews with some of 
these ‘survivors’ reconstruct another kind of life in 
communism, a life and a regime that “subtly and 
sinuously redefine itself, but from the nowadays 
adult perspective, not the formerly child’s vision” 
(p. 268). In fact, it is this splitting of the 
interviewed subject that prevents any categorical 
and dichotomous rating. For any interviewed 
‘survivor’ the dilemma is summarized to the request 
of “describing the way he/she thought then about 
some things or the way he/she thinks now about 
what was then” (p. 271). 

As any collective memory demarche, this 
book may provoke recollections from our school 
age, memories that – in order to become capable of 
remembering – required the oblivion of more 
others. For those who didn’t have access to another 
sort of history, Cătălina Mihalache’s book 
represents a way to remember what we were taught 
to forget.  
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Five Books of Press History 
 
 

M a r i a n    P E T C U
1 

 
Our1 editorial production has made an 

important leap in the recent years. This seems to 
defy the economical crisis – hundreds of titles are 
issued every year, most of them praiseworthy and 
worth reading books. Among these, the 
press/journalism history monographs are more and 
more frequent. Therefore, I choose to refer to the 
most recent five of them. 

Press History (1790-1920) is the title of the 
book signed by Ileana Ghemeş, PhD Prof. at the “1 
Decembrie 1918” University in Alba Iulia, edited 
by this same University (Didactica Series) in 2011. 
It is rather a course of lectures, it is mentioned that 
the manuscript was analysed and approved by the 
Department of Languages. We have two reasons of 
amazement. First, the title of the book: though it is 
a paper on the history of the literary press (from the 
first to the last page), the word literary is missing 
from the title. The correspondence between the title 
and the content is not merely a matter of rigor and 
preciseness, but also a matter of ethics. The 170 
pages offer the readers syntheses on the various 
topics approached: Beginnings of the Romanian 
Press, The National, Historic, Popular Trend- 
Dacia literară; The Critical and Aesthetic Junimist 
and NeoJunimist Trend; The Political and Literary 
Press in Transilvania between 1865-1918; 
Modernist Reviews of Symbolistic or Eclectical 
Orientation, Reviews of National Trends; Reviews 
of Social Trends. The addendum contains 
information on Romanian Literature (periods and 
context). 

It is a reference research that does not bring 
anything new in the field. It only re-composes 
accesible information from other (few) books. 

Short Insight into the History of Romanian 
Publishing is the book signed by Carmen I. 
Nicolescu, professor at the Univeristy of Piteşti, the 
Journalism Dept. From the 4th cover of the book 
we find out that the author teaches the „History of 
the Press” course of lectures at this University. This 
is a more recent book, published by the Casa Cărţii 
de Ştiinţă in Cluj Napoca. Most probably, the 
editors have not read the manuscript. Otherwise, I 
cannot understand why it was published. This is 
again a situation when we encounter a language 
professional who, instead of tackling her field of 
study, slips into an area that she does not seem to 
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master, the history of journalism. The title is 
deceiving, and so is the content. What is 
publishing? Etymologically, public – publicus is 
regarded in all cultures as related to secret. As a 
result, all that is destined to public knowledge is 
subject to publishing. It is true that whole 
generations of linguists have nourished a false idea: 
that a journalist is not as worthy as a publicist. 
There were exceptions: when the writers earned 
money from journalism, they were called 
publicists... Thus, the word publicist became 
synonymous to journalist in the 19th century, and 
even at the beginning of the 20th century. 

But in the Western countries, journalism got 
autonomy from literature before 1900, and the 
confusion of journalist equals publicist was 
surpassed. But this is only the case in the West, 
because here the terms are still confusingly used. 

The paper, though scientifically one of the 
most vulnerable (we try to avoid the label 
„lamest”), is a paper of history of the literary press. 
It was based on 23 books and articles, though the 
references allude to 54 books. In other words, 
similar to the students who are not fond of 
intellectual work, the author quoted more than she 
had read.  

There are 20 pages in the book that do not 
attribute any of the information (no 
index/reference), though “The Short Insight…” is, 
to be lenient, a bibliographic research. Such a paper 
may have been tolerated in 1960. In 2012, however, 
it gives us a reason for being appalled. It will not be 
useful for the students; it may just produce 
indifference for an important topic that supports 
them in becoming journalists. The paper is indeed 
lower than the level required for an appropriate 
Bachelor’s Degree paper…. 

A PhD in history, George Stanca, associate 
professor and journalist, proposes a monograph of a 
controversial journalist, Pamfil Şeicaru. It is his 
PhD thesis, entitled ”The  Blackmail and the 
Floor”, Pamfil Şeicaru, Somewhere between 
Legend and Truth (“Şantajul şi etajul”. Pamfil 
Şeicaru, între legendă şi adevăr), published by the 
Adevărul Printing House (2012). Moreover, on a 
preliminary page, it is mentioned that ”the hereby 
text is meant to be a literary alternative to the PhD 
thesis entitled <Pamfil Şeicaru- the political 
analyst> presented at the <Valahia> University in 
Târgovişte…”. 
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I have to admit to the fact that I have never 
encountered a “literary alternative” to historical 
research. The PhD in History was obtained in 2010, 
and all the reviews of his evaluators, professors, are 
available in the last part of the book (Gheorghe 
Sbârnă, coordinator; Gheorghe Buzatu, Ion 
Calafeteanu, Valeriu Râpeanu). The preface is 
signed by Adrian Cioroianu, and the afterword by 
Vartan Arachelian. It is surprising that the author 
gathers lots of praises from the professors above, 
too many for his scientific contribution, in a 
”literary alternative” whose reasons we do not 
understand, because this paper is nothing more than 
a scant bibliographical research, accompanied by 
the analysis of social documents. There are very 
few documents from the former secret service 
archives, the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, etc. There 
is too little rigor in attributing the information 
(mostly those from the press), too many 
exaggerations: at page 233 we are told that the 
author owns the “Hiena” magazine from 1919-
1921, an “unknown” one. Why would it be 
“unknown”, it  is not mentioned. There are almost 
no references to the polemic texts signed by Pamfil 
Şeicaru, texts that were usually based on libellous 
hypotheses (he had no proof of the fault of the 
person he would attack). George Stanca’s paper is 
another proof that the PhD as an institution has 
become too generous in the recent years in 
Romania.  

The volume Consemnări publicistice. 
Articole, comunicări, studii  (Journalism 
Writings. Articles, Communication, Studies), 
recently published by the Buzău writer Viorel 
Frîncu, seems more substantial. The author is a 
referent at the “Vasile Voiculescu” County Library 
in Buzău, and he has lately accomplished important 

studies in the history of journalism. In this volume, 
we may find historical sketches, micromonographs, 
evoking of significant times in the history of Buzău 
culture — local press beginnings, the first printing 
houses and printing shops, Buzău school press. 
Carefully written, well documented, with correctly 
attributed information, this book raises its author to 
a level comparable to that of well-known professors 
or researchers. 

The volume Presa şi cenzura în Basarabia 
(Press and Censorship in Basarabia) by Maria 
Danilov is an intellectual feast. The book’s subtitle 
is “Documentar secolul al XIX-lea - începutul 
secolului al XX-lea. Din dosarele secrete ale 
arhivelor guberniale din Chişinău” (”Documentary, 
19th century, Beginning of the 20th century, from the 
Secret Files in the Gubernial/County Archives in 
Chişinău”). It is a historical restauration work, and 
it contains new documents on the way the tzarist 
authorities exercised control over the entire cultural 
production in the province called Basarabia. The 
author is a researcher at the National Museum of 
Archaeology and History in Chişinău, and the book 
has recently been published by the Pontos Printing 
House in Chişinău. Briefly, the Russian Imperial 
censorship wanted — and now we are publicly 
shown unquestionable material proof — the de-
nationalization of the population that lived between 
the Prut and the Nistru Rivers (terrritory that had 
been occupied in 1812, after negotiations between 
the Russian and the Turkish Empires). The reader 
finds out here about strategies through which the 
Romanian overwhelming majority had been 
influenced by the official press of the tzaritst 
administration, as all the printings would wear the 
trademark of official censorship. 
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Victorian England. A Cultural History Guidebook  
(A Review) 

 
 

R e g h i n a    D A S C Ă L
1 

 
Anglia1 victoriană. Ghid de istorie culturală 

(Victorian England. A Cultural History 
Guidebook), a book authored by three young 
academics from Timişoara – Dana Percec, Andreea 
Şerban and Andreea Verteş-Olteanu (UVT Press, 
2012) – has come out two years after their first 
cultural history guide, Anglia elisabetană 
(Elizabethan England, Eurostampa Press, 2010). 
What is truly impressive in this book is the vastness 
and comprehensiveness of the approach, the 
coherence of ideas and stylistic fluency. The large 
and varied scope of the age exploration credibly 
and pertinently supports the perception of the 19th 
century as a long century and as the century of 
Change par excellence: the industrial revolution, a 
new regrouping of the spheres of influence on the 
geopolitical stage, an unprecedented colonial 
expansion, the emergence of new paradigms in 
science and culture, the emergence of what would 
later become mass culture, the liberalization of 
access to culture, the democratization of political 
life – they are only some of the arguments in favour 
of such an approach. (The great scholar Eric 
Hobsbawm divides this long century into three 
different periods: The Age of Revolution: 1789-
1848, The Age of Capital: 1848-1875, and The Age 
of Empire: 1875-1914). 

Besides the history of events and of the 
British Empire’s expansion, the book highlights the 
history of the public and the private, the history of 
daily forms of existence, those obscure forces that 
propel a certain configuration of private life, of 
daily rituals; we find out what entertainment meant 
at the time, how people experienced a holiday, a 
wedding or the mourning period, how young ladies 
of high society used to have their debut; we learn 
about such great events that marked the Season’s 
calendar as the Ascot and Derby horse races or the 
Henley Regata; we discover how gender was 
performed, what language spoke the flowers 
gathered in a tussie-mussie, what was served at a 
high tea in high society, or how modest was the 
dinner of a working class family. 

The industrial revolution is presented as a 
particularly complex phenomenon, with its big 
political and cultural repercussions, with its 
impressive realignments of economic, religious and 
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political hierarchies, with the spectacular bursting 
of the industrial north onto the national stage, with 
the explosive melting pot effects of several towns 
and settlements where nothing used to happen 
thitherto. The industrial revolution brings forth new 
power relations on the political stage, with the 
emergence of liberalism and the House of 
Commons becoming the main voice in the British 
Parliament. (The House of Lords itself changes its 
structure, becoming more democratic by creating 
life peers – representatives from the new elites in 
the commercial and industrial fields, who would 
make the House’s parliamentary debates much 
more dynamic). Within the Liberal Party, heir to the 
constitutional tradition of the Glorious Revolution 
of 1688, there is a tumultuous movement of 
restructuring, with the direct consequence of 
pushing the old whig aristocrats towards the 
Conservative Party, once the party was taken over 
by the new industrial and meritocratic elite mostly 
made up of religious dissenters or nonconformists 
(i.e. non-Anglicans). Also, there appears a new 
human prototype devoted to the meritocracy ideal, 
without social standing, namely that of the 
industrialist or entrepreneur. 

This is the century when Great Britain 
becomes the owner of the vastest colonial empire 
(the golden decades of this expansion spanning the 
period 1850-1880): a quarter of the world’s surface 
– proudly coloured in red by the English 
cartographers, although the informal empire covers 
one third of the globe if we are to add the states 
independent of the Empire but nevertheless its 
economic satellites. Colonial possessions become a 
status symbol for the great powers like France, 
Germany, the United States or Great Britain, as 
colonies turn into big markets for the manufactures 
of the metropolis. At the same time, however, the 
colonies provide extraordinary opportunities for the 
young men of the overpopulated metropolis, 
educated people, with great potential but of 
precarious social or economic standing.  

England holds the technological and 
industrial primacy at the same time, being known as 
“the workshop of the world”, the society with the 
most intense urbanization level, with an economy 
that produces more than half of the world’s output 
of iron, coal or manufactured cotton, excelling not 
only in such traditional domains as textile industry 
or mining, but also in modern ones like metallurgy 
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or chemical industry, becoming an important 
exporter of know-how in all domains: economic, 
administrative, and political. Dramatic is also the 
absolute and relative growth of the tertiary sector, 
both public and private, office jobs, commerce and 
services in general, the number of employees in this 
sector tripling over a 50-year span: in 1911 in Great 
Britain there are almost one million commercial 
clerks, close to 20% of whom are women. A 
brilliant engineer, Isambard Kingdom Brunel is the 
driving force behind momentous technological 
advances that turn England into a landmark on the 
world map: the Clifton Suspension Bridge, the 
Great Western Railway, the first transatlantic iron-
hulled steamship, or the great project for the tunnel 
under the Thames where the underground train 
would start running in 1863. 

Memorably sketched are the figures of 
some great scientists and creators of new paradigms 
such as Humphry Davy, Michael Faraday, Charles 
Babbage, or Charles Darwin, but the authors also 
try to catalogue the greatest inventions of the 
century (p. 183) from the zipper, the vacuum-
cleaner, the coffee-maker or the remote control to 
blood types, Roentgen rays, the Morse code, the 
telegraph, radio waves, the steam engine or the 
steamship, the dynamite or the electric generator. 
This is the age of an unprecedented development of 
consumer goods and services, as well as the age of 
the appearance of the first universal medicine ever 
invented: the aspirin, in 1899. All these 
technological wonders, paired with the pride to hold 
territories over the entire world, fuel the desire to 
show off the status of world leader, reflected in the 
organization of a first universal exhibition in 
London in 1851. The exhibition is housed in the 
Crystal Palace, an amazingly spectacular and 
enormous iron and glass structure that resembles a 
green house (Paxton, the architect of the palace, 
was a gardener by training). 

The authors provide the appropriate page 
space to such triumphal chapters in the history of 
the age, all the while equally highlighting the 
chaotic urban development, the unprecedented 
social polarization, which makes the new urban 
proletariat live in poor and unhealthy homes in bad 
neighbourhoods where the crime rate rose 
alarmingly, or dwelling on the grim or even tragic 
aspects of colonial expansionism. There is also a 
pertinent analysis of the prominence of missionary 
work, guided by utilitarian philosophy, what 
Rudyard Kipling would later call “the white man’s 
burden” of spreading the light of Christian progress, 
civilization and morals over the entire world. The 
great philosophical and economic currents are 
rigorously sketched: Jeremy Bentham’s 
utilitarianism, economic deregulation and 

minimization of the state’s role in economy 
(reduced to the famous phrase of “the hidden 
hand”), the free market theory advanced by the 
Scottish economist Adam Smith, or John Stuart 
Mill’s liberalism aired in his famous essay On 
Liberty, but also in his equally noteworthy essays 
on the equality of the sexes, which place him 
among the impassioned supporters of women’s 
rights, as he is also the MP who advances a bill for 
women’s suffrage in 1867. 

On the international capital market Great 
Britain’s preeminence is undisputable and 
economic liberalism defines British society; Great 
Britain is probably the only country where even the 
conservatives (see especially Prime Minister Robert 
Peel’s term and his Tamworth Manifesto of 1834) 
seem ready to abandon protectionism and 
monopoly over agriculture and commerce. The 
1832 Reform Law paves the way for free trade, 
gradually abolishes the great landowners’ 
monopoly over agricultural produce, but above all, 
it inaugurates the series of laws and amendments 
that would lead to a more liberal public life, a more 
dynamic civil society, and a more democratic 
political life, having as main landmarks the mass 
suffrage introduced by Gladstone in the 1879 
campaign and the Reform acts of 1867 and 1883, 
which increase the electoral pool four times, that is 
from 8% to 30% of Englishmen aged over 20. It is 
the age of the great explorers with or without an 
imperialist agenda: David Livingstone, Mary 
Kingsley, Isabella Bird, or Cecil Rhodes; of great 
reformers like Samuel Smiles, author of Self-Help, 
one of the age’s best-sellers. It is the age of such 
great philanthropic organizations as the Salvation 
Army, but also of Chartism (the first legally 
organized left movement in the world) and trade-
unionism that would lead in 1906 to the victory of 
the Labour Party, the new political power set up in 
1900. 

The Victorian imagination, the ethical and 
artistic codes of the time are investigated and 
interpreted with analytical finesse, equal attention 
being paid to the dramatic development of popular 
culture elements with a few defining myths and 
artistic genres, but also to mainstream culture, with 
such emblematic authors as Dickens or Hardy, with 
an artistic current like the Pre-Raphaelite 
Brotherhood represented by artists like John Everett 
Millais, William Holman Hunt, or Dante Gabriel 
Rossetti. Very well-written are the reader’s 
meetings with Jack the Ripper, the serial killer in 
London’s Whitechapel district, whose identity is 
still shrouded in mystery, the avatars of his myth 
inspiring successful productions even nowadays; 
with freak shows, which speak of the fear and 
tension of confronting the Other; with commercial 
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theatre, pantomime, the very popular Gilbert and 
Sullivan (the former a libretto writer, the latter a 
composer), who authored the famous comic operas 
The Pirates of Penzance and Mikado; with 
children’s literature or children’s participation on 
the professional stage. Sir Henry Wood, following 
Matthew Arnold’s opinion that only education and 
culture can save us from anarchy, initiates the 
famous popular concerts – the Proms. Opera shows 
are emblematic for the time’s highbrow culture, 
while opera houses, genuine cathedrals of bourgeois 
culture, are built even in the depth of the 
Amazonian rainforest.  

The mass media boom is analyzed in its 
complexity, with its wide variety of magazines and 
newspapers – approximately 10,000 titles, some of 
which reach a circulation unimaginable several 
decades earlier (e.g. Lloyd’s Weekly is printed in 
1890s in one million copies). The invention of the 
telegraph in 1844 would radically transform the 
written press, bringing on a proliferation of 
magazines on various areas of interest, specifically 
targeted to social or gender categories. Newspapers 
thus become public goods, particularly in the latter 
half of the century, when production costs decrease, 
the generalization of education having a decisive 
contribution to the creation of this written press 
phenomenon.  

Literary genres are presented in connection 
to the Zeitgeist of the Victorian era: the fantastic or 
the industrial novel, the detective or the post-
apocalyptic novel, where Wells excels, with his 
War of the Worlds and The Time Machine, or Mary 
Shelley, literary mother of Frankenstein and author 
of The Last Man; or the presentation of steampunk, 
a subgenre of the fantastic, which glorifies 
technology but militates for its adaptation to 
enhance life and tradition, and sets itself up as a 
critic of the massacres of colonialism, or of the 
poverty that the Victorian working classes were 
reduced to.  

It should be especially noted that the 
authors’ approach attempts to bring the woman to 
the foreground, not only because the 19th century is 
a period of maximum effervescence in the feminist 
movement of the First Wave to gain civil and 
political rights, but also because it is a century that 
offers us so many examples of the female genius 
manifested in creation, in the social sphere, in 
religious missionary work (this was often a mere 
façade allowing numerous British women in India, 
for example, during the latter half of the century, to 
find there a more than auspicious site to put into 
practice their ideals of emancipation and 
empowerment). This emphasis on the feminine 
aspect of Victorianism is commendable and it is 
also amply illustrated. Much too often is this age 

construed in the masculine. Queen Victoria, the 
woman who lends her name to the entire period, 
becomes the icon of ideal femininity, manifested in 
the ideology of domesticity, with a focus on 
maternity, the angel of the hearth, the woman seen 
as a vestal who guards over the preservation of the 
sanctity of the private sphere – all these celebrated 
by John Ruskin in Of Queen’s Gardens, which 
ideologically romanticizes the public and the 
private: the man as agent, explorer and creator, 
while the woman is the guardian of the private 
sphere, the one who ‘adjudges infallibly the crown 
of the contest’ – as in a metaphorical mediaeval 
tournament, although she enters in no contest. The 
Queen is simultaneously a promoter of technical 
progress, being the first British monarch to travel 
by train or to use chloroform as an anesthetic (a 
discovery made by Scottish obstetrician James 
Young Simpson) for the birth of her last two 
children in the 1850s.  

Women penetrate the job market, the first 
university colleges for women are opened at Oxford 
and Cambridge in the last quarter of the 19th 
century, although their acceding to professions as 
men’s equals would still have to wait several more 
decades. Caroline Norton or Barbara Leigh-Smith 
Bodichon would manage national campaigns to 
reform the laws concerning divorce, children’s 
custody, or the married woman’s right to property, 
whereas Josephine Butler would lead a successful 
campaign at home, as well as in British colonies 
like India, for the repeal of the Contagious Diseases 
Acts, a blatant example of double moral standards 
and infringement of women’s civil rights. Florence 
Nightingale is the founder of modern nursing and 
the director of the first nursing school in London; 
women scientists such as the self-taught Mary 
Somerville, author of scientific treatises in such 
fields as geography, physics, mathematics and 
astronomy, the favoured author s great scientists 
Charles Lyell and John Herschel, or Caroline 
Herschel, an astronomer, who was awarded the 
golden medal by the Royal Astronomical Society 
for her prodigious scientific activity. 

Anglia victoriană. Ghid de istorie culturală 
(Victorian England. A Cultural History Guidebook) 
is designed as a synthesis unique through its 
richness of information, its thematic scope, its 
interdisciplinary approach and, last but not least, 
through its reader-friendly presentation – a 
dictionary format, with big chapters ordered 
alphabetically, the terms in each chapter being 
themselves arranged in alphabetical order. Dosarul 
(the File section), a special appendix to the work, 
provides us with representative quotations from 
novels by the most important authors, from 
philosophical or scientific writings, and is followed 
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by an alphabetical index. The book’s preface stands 
for a consistent introduction written by the main 
author, Dana Percec. 

The book Anglia victoriană. Ghid de istorie 
culturală (Victorian England. A Cultural History 

Guidebook) is an extremely valuable contribution to 
the field of English studies and cultural studies, and 
it will undoubtedly become a reference work both 
for specialists and for the general reading public. 
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Debating past, criticizing intellectuals. Thomas Sowell, Intellectuals and 
Society, New York, Basic Books, 2009 

 
 

D r a g o ş    S D R O B I Ş
1 

 
Nowadays1, to talk about intellectuals resembles 
with the arguments familiar to an atheist person. 
For an atheist, God doesn’t exist, but for all the bad 
things that occur in the world God is the one to 
blame. In the same manner, they – the intellectuals 
– cannot pretend to be the authorized and critical 
voices that should rule the world. But, if something 
goes wrong in the society, than it is the intellectual 
and his fallacies to point fingers at. No matter the 
progress of science, economy, politics they have 
fostered, the intellectual is regarded with 
skepticism.  
If it is one point of agreement in all the 
intellectuals’ histories, is that they played a role in 
society, especially in the 20th century society: from 
the support for the totalitarian regimes to the 
consolidation of the democracies and the collapse 
of communism in Central-Eastern Europe. In terms 
of the magnitude and the impact of this role, the 
voices no longer attend the agreement. The range of 
disagreement is larger, more sophisticated and more 
challenging. 
The book of Sowell joins this history of 
intellectuals’ errors during the last century. But this 
should not lead us to a rash conclusion that the 
intellectuals wanted to be wrong. The main thesis 
Sowell tries and reaches to demonstrate is that, 
although the intellectuals wanted to “provoke” the 
good, their expertise or valuable premises didn’t 
necessarily lead to positive results. More than this, 
a demarche that should reveal the social role of the 
intellectuals as a distinct and independent group in 
society is an element of novelty.  
The French historiography entrenched the 
intellectual history as a history of distinct 
intellectual effigies.  Emil Zola, Romain Rolland, 
Andre Gide, Jean-Paul Sartre, these are only some 
names which were represented as personalities, or, 
at most, leaders of an elitist group. The way they 
succeeded to influence the society was perceived as 
the result of a personal strategy and, by this, the 
result of a personal merit.  
Thomas Sowell doesn’t pursue to talk about 
intellectuals as persons preoccupied with vita 
contemplativa. This is the way Wolf Lepenies 
approached this subject, by stating that the 
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intellectual “is indeed a melancholic person who 
finds a way to escape reality in utopia”2. For 
Lepenies melancholia derives from the 
disappointment created by the failure of an ideal 
project, so it is utopia to save at least the idea itself. 
Meanwhile, Sowell doesn’t want to reflect the 
success of some intellectual projects with impacts 
on society. This is the way the French 
historiography has approached this subject.  
Sowell considers intellectuals – first of all and 
above all – an occupational category, including 
here academics, writers, but he doesn’t intend to 
make us believe that occupation should be 
necessarily a paying one. “The output of an 
intellectual consists of ideas. […] An intellectual’s 
work begins and ends with ideas” (p.3). Then is 
there any way to establish the level of the impact 
exercised by these intellectuals upon society? The 
answer is yes, but without leading unavoidable to 
the idea that an intellectual should be a “public 
intellectual”. It may be a public person or it can 
remain a simple intellectual whose notoriety 
spreads among the small circle of specialists from 
the same branch. But the use and the dissemination 
of the ideas’ an intellectual create become the duty 
of others. These are the intelligentsia, “which 
includes but is not limited to the intellectuals”, 
where it is supposed to meet teachers, journalists, 
social activists, political aides and so on. Some of 
them can be creators and colporteurs of ideas, but 
most of them are interested to remain au courant 
with the ideas that intellectual produce. There are 
voices that state, as does Régis Debray, only due to 
the role this intelligentsia played the intellectual 
power could be achieved, at least in the XXth 
century occidental societies. Is what the French 
historian called to be the media cycle that emerges 
the university cycle and the editorial cycle3. 

                                                 
2 Wolf Lepenies, Ce este un intelectual european? 
(intelectualii şi politica spiritului în istoria europeană), 
Bucharest, Edit. Curtea Veche, 2012, p.29. 
3 For Régis Debray, the intellectuals have passed through 
three evolution stages: university cycle (1880-1930), 
editorial cycle (1920-1960), and the media cycle (1968), 
creating a causal link between the informational era 
explosion (represented through the television broadcast) 
and the increasing authority intellectuals have benefited 
in the last decades. See  Régis Debray, Le pouvoir 
intellectuel en France, Paris, Editions de Ramsay, 1979. 
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The first chapter of this book, Knowledge and 
Notions, reveals the concepts used by Sowell in 
order to reveal with a fresh sight the way 
intellectuals were wrong, deliberately or not, during 
the last century. By pursuing this, the author 
pertinently dismantles the process of spreading the 
intellectual authorization and consecration in a 
certain field as general valuable knowledge, no 
matter the approached problems. In fact, it becomes 
a “fatal misstep” for many intellectuals, that to 
“assume that superior ability within a particular 
realm can be generalized as superior wisdom or 
morality over all” (p.12). In other words, the 
intellectuals, followed by the intelligentsia, tend to 
ignore the mundane knowledge, only because they 
think their special knowledge is superior. And, 
because of this media impact intellectuals have, the 
contemporary societies wipe out the reality analysis 
the experts use(d) to realize. It is true, the expert 
tends to see and interpret reality only through his 
concentrated narrow band knowledge that covers 
only a small part from the vast spectrum of human 
concerns. A contemporary proverb states that to be 
an expert is to know as much as possible about as 
little as possible, until the moment you shall know 
everything about nothing.  This is why sometimes 
only the verbal superiority an intellectual displays is 
sufficient to shadow the experts verdicts. “How 
knowledge is seen affects how society is seen, and 
how one’s own role within that society is seen” 
(p.31). From this lack of expertise flourishes the 
rationalisms very appreciated among many of the 
intellectuals and intelligentsia, the one day at a time 
rationalism, the way to decide each issue as it 
arises. Although the negative consequences such a 
rationalism may have, the most negative aspect is 
that of “restricting analysis to the immediate 
implications” and the refuse of synthesis of the 
further impacts upon society. As an example 
depicted from the contemporary history, Sowell 
reminds the fallacy of the conciliator spirit among 
many of the politicians and the intellectuals too 
who encouraged Hitler to escalade the steps toward 
another world war.  
Jeffrey Goldfarb, in his analysis of the intellectuals’ 
status in democratic societies, grounded this 
research on the idea that intellectual identity is a 
public established identity. Thus, “Intellectuals are 
those who use their expertise, their access to special 
knowledge, and their capacity to manipulate 
symbols, for broader public purposes”4. But, the 
different purposes make intellectuals so different. 
Shortly, the democratic society is dominated by two 

                                                 
4 Jeffrey C. Goldfarb, Civility and Subversion (the 
intellectual in democratic society), Cambridge, 
Cambridge University Press, 1998, p.30. 

intellectuals’ discourses about reality. Firstly, it is 
the intellectual that seeks to “improve existing 
public debate” and to build “a strategy of consensus 
formation”; the long and the short of it: a civil 
approach. Secondly, it is the intellectual “who 
attempts to constitute alternatives by utilizing a 
strategy of subversion, a rude approach”5. A 
moderate intellectual and a radical one, both types 
uniquely equipped to address the deliberation 
deficit in contemporary societies. They can 
encourage debates about crucial problems the 
society faces, but, doing so, they have to face the 
public distrust in front of the elitism they exhibit. 
More than this, their aim to become an independent 
voice capable of fostering informed discussion in 
public interferes with the mass media filters that 
tend to translate these debates in a tendentious 
manner to the public. 
As I have already suggested, it is about the filters 
mass media imposes to intellectual debates that 
Sowell’s book is about. More exactly, the 
misinterpretation of real facts provided by the 
specialists seems to be for Thomas Sowell the main 
threat at the address of the intellectual authority and 
to public life in general.  
In order to demonstrate the negative impact of 
intelligentsia for the truly intellectuals Thomas 
Sowell resorts to an almost exhaustive research of 
the society, including here economics, social 
visions, politics, justice and international 
relationships. 
Let’s start with economics. And, because it is about 
intellectuals in democratic societies it becomes 
obvious that the subject to be debated will be the 
capitalist system. The main problem here debated is 
to prove that prosperity and all that comes with it, is 
not a problem of redistribution, but one of 
production. There is no doubt this is a conservative 
approach, but the author makes himself very clear: 
it’s not his purpose to interfere this subject with a 
moral discourse, as the Marxists always tend to 
proceed. It’s about how economic reality is 
distorted through manipulating knowledge. First 
and foremost, Sowell intends to demolish an almost 
axiomatic thesis, that the capitalism is the only 
system that created masses of laborers condemned 
to live in poverty. It is historically hilarious to state 
that the emergence of poverty is contemporary with 
the development of capitalism and, more 
paradoxically, why laborers let them convinced to 
give up the previous system that was more 
desirable. From here derives the second topic, that 
of negating the increasing growth of wealth in the 
last two centuries, that is in the capitalistic system. 
“This was a process in which wealth was created, 

                                                 
5 Ibidem, p.17. 
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not a process by which some could get rich only by 
making others poorer” (p.34-35). Even so, let’s 
admit that, indeed, poverty is, and it is, a major 
problem for humanity during XXth century and 
further long. But, from this observation, to the 
generalization of this calamity as a global and 
uniform phenomena all around the world is a 
tendentious statement. It’s like comparing the 
poorest person from the USA (who usually claims 
and benefits from some social assistance programs) 
with the poorest person from an African country, 
where the state itself is unable to sustain its 
development. Such information provided by the 
media to the public comes from one single, but 
crucial mistake: the confusion between income and 
wealth. If an European poor person is able, for 
example, to provide himself a place to live in or, at 
least, the food, in other places the survival is 
problematic. Related to this, it is the manner in 
which an aversion against the riche person is 
created, promoting instead an ideal system that 
should distribute the wealth to all people, in a fair 
manner. Such an argument is possible only by 
interfering morality with economic beyond any 
limits. Because the income a laborer gains is a 
result of what he produces. “If there really were 
some pre-existing body of income or wealth, 
produced somehow […] then, of course, there 
would be a moral question: how large a share each 
member of society should receive. But wealth is 
produced. It does not just exist somehow” (p.42-
43). 
This is the proper moment to shift the exposition to 
another topic, that of intellectuals and social 
visions.  The social vision prevalent among 
contemporary intellectuals is that the actual society 
has plenty of problems, which require rapid 
solutions, for whom only intellectuals are equipped 
to provide the best answers. In fact, for intellectuals 
everything is bad, but they don’t want to concede 
that democracy is the most convenient bad. For 
them utopia was always a valuable alternative, as 
there were the attempts to realize this during 
interwar period. The result is well-known: the 
spreading of totalitarian ideas and the instauration 
of Nazism, Fascist or Communist regimes in almost 
entire Europe. Intellectuals failed once again. They 
seem to always forget one thing: “The study of 
human institutions is always a search for the most 
tolerable imperfections” (Apud Richard Epstein, 
p.79). Nevertheless, despite their failure, 
intellectuals, especially the left-oriented one, by 
promoting ideas of social change, will always be 
considered progressive intellectuals, while all 
others are labeled as “conservative”. And it’s no 
need to refresh the negative connotations this 
concept has nowadays. 

The concerns of Thomas Sowell regarding the 
social mission intellectuals have don’t stop here. 
The next step is to present the process of reality 
manipulation. It is what he considers to be filtering 
reality, the way many among intelligentsia tend to 
create their own reality “by filtering out information 
contrary to their conception of how the world is or 
ought to be” (p.119), by selective samples, 
suppressing facts or by verbal cleansing. It is this 
way the society was forced to accept that reality 
itself is “socially constructed” and by this supposed 
to be reformed. The intellectual discursive power 
proves once again its insidious character. “Much of 
what is said to be socially constructed has been in 
fact socially evolved over the generations and 
socially validated by experience. Much of what 
many among the intelligentsia propose to replace it 
with is in fact constructed […]” (p.146).  
Approaching the link between the ascension of 
Hitler and his success in the international 
relationships in the late 30s, Sowell proposes us to 
reinterpret the conciliator spirit of the western 
democracies that is France or England. It is a point 
of view that reflects the mistakes of politicians like 
Neville Chamberlain, prime-minister of England, 
but also reveals the perception of the public 
opinion, whose point of view was – as you probably 
anticipated – shaped by the intellectuals. So, is 
there anything new to say about French society? 
Maybe the fact that this country was the most 
affected by the consequences of the First World 
War, economically, demographically or military 
speaking. To put it in Sowell’s words, “No country 
was more fertile soil for pacifism and 
demoralization, and no one created more of both 
than France’s intelligentsia”. In 1938 the whole 
western intelligentsia had one answer to the 
revisionism spirit promoted by Hitler: “anything 
rather than war” (p.216). “Being a pacifist in the 
1920s and 1930s was a badge of honor, and pacifist 
phrases facilitated admission to the circle of the 
self-congratulatory elites”(p.217). Let’s remember 
that the author talks about the intellectuals from the 
democratic societies, like France or England, where 
the increase of pacifist ideas made not to “think of 
other nations as prospective enemies but of war 
itself as the enemy” (p.219). What followed 
overcame the most pessimist predictions 
intellectuals could figure out.  
At the end of such a reading a sentiment of 
disappointment is overwhelming. In front of this 
panorama of mistake, misunderstanding, 
misinterpretation or manipulation the intellectuals 
become undesirable. Yet, it is proper to remind that 
the purpose of this book is to make everyone not to 
distrust intellectuals, but to become more critical 
about everything occurs around them. It is, in fact, a 
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way to rediscover the criticism that seems to leave 
us. In a society where media brings shaped pieces 
of information, rather than facts reflecting reality, 
this book aims to make us liberate from the tyranny 
of the connotes the adjective “intellectual” still has. 
“Certainly, as public intellectuals, commenting on 
issues and events outside the realm of their 
respective specialties, intellectuals have not always 
exhibited intellectual standards, to put it mildly” 
(p.282). Media celebrity is not always intellectual 
authority, in the same manner in which intellectual 
authority doesn’t necessary lead to correct reality 
understanding. Although even a clock that is 

stopped is right twice a day, this doesn’t mean that 
if intellectuals promoted and still do social, 
economic or political reforms, we should start 
believe them the possessors of a sort of infallible 
thinking.  
Such an analysis includes Thomas Sowell in the 
family of other conservative authors that do not 
agree with the discursive monopole intellectuals 
have instituted in the western countries. Alan 
Bloom, Edward Behr or Jean-Francois Revel are 
just a part of the names that tried to restore the 
power of the criticism and of debate. 
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