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Introduction


When I first began studying Romanian literature, I was, of course, captivated by the greats, such as Mihai Eminescu and Ion Creangă. As my passion for the amazing literature of the country grew, I began to discover more and more incredible writers. Among these was George Topîrceanu. I was quickly captivated by the humor and wit of this poetic genius and determined that one day the writings of this brilliant Iași transplant should be made known to an international audience.

George Topîrceanu is among the seminal writers of twentieth-century Romanian literature. Best known for his lyric humor, Topîrceanu’s contributions to literature extend beyond his poetry. He was a man of acute wit and keen insight. In addition to poetry, he wrote prose and essays. He was also an outstanding editor, inspiring the literary careers of many of Romania’s most important writers of the interwar period – a time when Romanian culture flourished and Iași, the poet’s adopted home was considered the cultural capital of the country.

Born in Bucharest on March 20, 1886, George Topîrceanu came from a working-class family. His father, Ion, was a skinner, and his mother, Paraschiva, was a carpet weaver. They had moved to Bucharest from the region around Sibiu sometime before the birth of their second child. Young George attended school in the Romanian capital, graduating from St. Sava High School in 1906. 

Early in life, George developed a passion for literature. He would later write, “I was in third grade when I discovered that I could write poems. In the beginning, they provided me with an air of innocence, like an inoffensive game, like any other. I had no idea then what a treasure I came across. I didn’t know that the literary bug, when it finds favorable terrain, is enough to enter a single time into an organism so as not to escape from it for a whole life… until they build you a statue.” 

Topîrceanu made his literary debut while still in high school in 1904, publishing a poem in the humor journal Belgia Orientului. He published his early poems in local newspapers and magazines. After graduating high school, he enrolled in the University of Bucharest to study law, but having been bitten by the literary bug, Topîrceanu soon moved to the Faculty of Letters. Still, George did not have the drive to finish his academic studies and instead decided to embark on the literary career he so desired.

By 1909, Topîrceanu’s poems began appearing in major literary journals of the time, such as Sămănătorul, founded by the famous Romanian poets Alexandru Vlahuță and George Coșbuc. Sămănătorul was a successor of the Junimea movement of the nineteenth century and was heavily influenced by the great Romanian historian Nicolae Iorga. It promoted populism, traditional values, and neo-Romanticism.

Young George soon attracted the attention of acclaimed literary critic Gabaret Ibrăileanu, a professor at the University of Iași and the editor of one of the most important literary magazines of the time, Viața românească. Impressed by his poetry, Ibrăileanu invited Topîrceanu to come to Iași to take a position as an editor. He quickly adapted to the environment in Iași. Throughout the remainder of his life, he would consider himself a Moldavian.

He would later recall, “When I arrived in Iași from the whirlwind of the capital, I found the editorial office of Viața românească situated deep in the back of a yard full of rubbish. There was a sign with the words ‘Editorial Office’ on the door that led to a narrow room, long and dark, with a table almost as long inside. It was a monumental table as big as a platform where the patriarchal administration of Mr. Mihai Pastia was located, and where one could see two registers of subscribers with eternally messed up accounts.”

“It was with these people, in an atmosphere of cordiality, esteem, enthusiasm, and Moldavian indolence that Viața românească, issue by issue, month after month, was produced,” Topîrceanu fondly reminisced. “And its publication was eagerly awaited by thousands of readers in all social strata, its well-to-do subscribers who never paid for their subscriptions, teachers and intellectuals of our country, priests, and above all students, twenty of whom would chip in to buy a single copy and pass it around until it fell to pieces.”

In 1912, George married a young schoolteacher, Victoria Iuga. She would be an inspiration for his literary work, but they had a difficult marriage. Topîrceanu drank heavily and was known to have an eye for the ladies. The couple had one son, Gheorghe. 

With the outbreak of the Balkan War in 1913, Topîrceanu was drafted into the army and participated in the campaign in southern Dobrogea. He recorded in his journal the difficult retreat of the soldiers and the devastating cholera outbreak they endured. Following the war, he returned to Iași and published two volumes of poems in 1916, Balade vesele şi triste and Parodii originale.

After the outbreak of World War I, Topîrceanu was again drafted when Romania entered the conflict on the side of the Allied powers. He soon found himself on the front lines of the war as the Romanian and Bulgarian armies confronted each other at Turtucaia in September 1916. After a five-day battle, the Romanian army was routed, and the Danubian fortress fell to the Bulgarians. Over 28,000 Romanian soldiers were captured, among them George Topîrceanu.

For the next two years, Topîrceanu remained a captive in Bulgaria. His time as a prisoner of war is the subject of Pirin Planina: Tragic and Comic Episodes from Captivity. It is a book that places the writer’s wit and insightfulness on full display.

After returning to Iași in 1919, he became an editor, along with his long-time friend, the novelist Mihail Sadoveanu, at the literary journal, Însemnări literare. The following year, with the reappearance of Viața românească, he became editor-in-chief. In 1921, he translated William Shakespeare’s A Midsummer Night’s Dream into Romanian. His reputation as a poet grew steadily and, in 1926, he received the National Poetry Prize.

Topîrceanu was a collector of firearms and a hunter. He was also fascinated by new technologies. In 1930, he became the inspector general for theaters in Moldavia. In June 1935, he gave a famous speech at the University of Iași entitled, How I Became a Moldavian. In it, one can find a perfect example of his wit and satire:

There is a story about an important member of the once ‘Junimea’ Society who had never spoken in public and who had to deliver a lecture. When he got to the rostrum all he was able to say was, ‘honored audience!...’ Then, realizing that he could not utter a single word, being so nervous, he picked up his papers and went home.

I don’t know if anyone congratulated him.

But I know one thing for certain. If the speaker had spoken for one hour and a half, as speakers usually do, on a subject of great importance, his lecture would have taken him to the place where all lectures go, that is, to the eternal night of forgetfulness, and nobody would have ever thought of it. But under the circumstances, posterity has preserved the lecture in its entirety, without leaving out a single word, for its literary beauty, for its originality, for its antique brevity.1

In 1936, in recognition of his lifetime of work for Romanian literature, he became a corresponding member of the Romanian Academy. He also began working on a new journal, Însemnări ieșene. With this new journal, he helped to guide the careers of many promising young writers, among them, Magda Isanos. 

On May 7, 1937, George Topîrceanu died of liver cancer, probably aggravated by years of heavy drinking. He was buried in Iași’s most famous cemetery, Eternitatea, where his grave can be visited today. His home in Iași has also been preserved as a museum.

Topîrceanu published three volumes of poetry during his lifetime: Balade vesele și triste, Parodii originale, and Migdale amare. His poetry is known for its subtle humor, biting sarcasm, and its refined lyricism. His unique style left its mark on Romanian poetry and his work is still studied in Romanian schools today. Romanian critic Al. Săndulescu described his poetry as “Evolving from an epigonic sentimentalism at the beginning to a poetry filled with parodic humor, self-irony, a slight melancholy. Topîrceanu is a distinct voice in our poetry.”2 He is one of the few representatives of lyric humor in Romanian poetry. “In his humor, he almost always hides a note of melancholy and sometimes even tragedy.”3

Much of his prose writings, also known for their wit and sarcasm, were published as essays and later collected into volumes. His book Pirin Planina was published in 1936, the year before his death. His unfinished novella, Minunile Sfântului Sisoe, was published posthumously.

Topîrceanu tells the story of how Pirin Planina came to be in his preface to his editor in Bucharest, in which he shows that he had become more Moldavian than most Moldavians.  

George Topîrceanu is a truly unique and gifted writer in Romanian literature, and Pirin Planina is a welcome addition to the Classics of Romanian Literature series initiated by the Center for Romanian Studies. The series is dedicated to making essential works of Romanian literature available to an international audience and to illustrate the connections of Romanian writers to broader currents in world literature and culture. It is part of the core mission of the Center for Romanian Studies to promote knowledge of Romanian history, literature, and culture in the world. 

Finally, I would like to thank Diana Livesay for her excellent translation of Topîrceanu’s remarkable prose, and Olga Rogozenco for her beautiful illustrations that help to bring the story of Pirin Planina to life for readers. It is our hope that this book will help to bring international attention to this amazing writer and pay homage to the service he did for Romanian culture.

 

A.K. Brackob

 

 




In Lieu of a Prologue


Dearest Mr. Ciornei,

After a financial catastrophe suffered last summer on a Sunday at the Băneasa hippodrome, I woke up sitting in a leather armchair in your editorial office.

Even now, I wonder: what was I doing there? Maybe I came to ask you, just like this,  when the train to Iași departs.

One thing led to another, and I ended up signing a contract, it appears, through which I was bound to turn over for publication the finished manuscript of a book about my war memories from the time of my captivity in Bulgaria. I somehow recall that you also gave me a sum of money as an advance on future royalties for my book. Do you remember that? If you forgot, it’s okay. We can all mind our own business and – nothing more need be said about it.

After I took your advance and returned to Iași, I sat and thought about it some more.

Should I write it? Should I not write it?...

The past years have seen so much war literature published!  Everyone across the globe is convinced in their hearts, just like before 1914, that war is a calamity, a shame on our civilization, etc. Still, humankind doesn’t abolish it. It’s like war isn’t caused by us humans – it’s as if it is caused by some beings from another planet against our unanimous will.

So why then should I write, just so I can also show mankind what war is like?

It seems like the great men, the ones who begin the wars, must be bad people with hearts of stone…

I don’t think so.

I saw the Kaiser of Germany in Sofia, who is considered the main architect of the World War. He didn’t seem to be a bad man at all. I saw him from a hospital window as he passed by in a car on his way from the train station to the palace. He was laughing. On his left was the king of Bulgaria of those times, but I couldn’t see him well because, at that exact moment, he pulled a handkerchief from his pocket and blew his nose. 

“What a terrible misfortune war is!” exclaimed Napoleon on the battlefield at Eylau, during an evening when he was cold and only ate baked potatoes because his supplies were delayed – proving through this a great sensibility to the suffering of his people. That was proof that he didn’t cause the Napoleonic wars in which a million people scattered their bones on so many battlefields. (I only wonder: if Napoleon hadn’t been born, would all those people have died the way they did?)

No, no man, however great, is capable of starting a war – or of preventing one for that matter. Not even God. In truth, how could he be so evil (even if he’s above everyone else) to send his people to certain death and suffering, without asking them first? He has other means to achieve the same results. And he has enough diplomacy, when he needs it, to place the blame on the ruler of Abyssinia.

The whole experience of history – says the marquis of Vogue – teaches us that the destruction of war cannot be abolished so long as there are two men alive on this earth, and between them is a loaf of bread and a woman; men will fight to the death for them, rather than sharing both like brothers. There’s no better proof of the poverty in the minds of these last three representatives of humankind. The woman, in particular, appears unexpectedly stupid in this fable of Vogue. It’s easily seen that the Marquis, however great of a Marquis he was, didn’t know women very well. 

War is a fatality: it causes itself. This is the idea that those who are in charge of people’s happiness and control their destiny dump into our heads with great determination, as if it was an indisputable principle – and they succeeded.

Why then should I write? So that I can pretend that I’m fighting against a fate that belongs, like volcanic eruptions or earthquakes, to the harmony of the universe and to the obscure secrets of our creator? Only because you gave me an advance?

Because in truth, any writer who portrays true scenes from the war, in whatever way he tries to do it, gives the impression that he was against the war. And it’s well known now that whoever thinks like this not only doesn’t believe in God but also lacks patriotism. 

Love for one’s country – patriotism – is such a natural and universal emotion that we can say the man who doesn’t love his country, the land where he was born and where he grew up, is a man without a soul, a true monster… Now, do I have any reason to be against the war – and to seem like a monster without a soul to others? 

If, on the contrary, I declare myself for the war, showing obvious patriotism – I told myself – it’s even worse. People would think that I was bragging about my patriotism and that I thought of it as a merit. 

To be a patriot is not a merit; it is a duty. Only someone who doesn’t find love for his country to be a duty would brag about it. What would we say about a man who bragged out loud everywhere that he loves his wife? We would have a reason not to believe him and to suspect that he loves her less in private than he does in public. Feelings have their own decency. 

To be an honest man, to love your country, parents, wife, and not to spit on the street, all of these are the basic duties of any civilized man. Only someone who was not gifted by nature with any special quality can be capable of discovering this worth that costs nothing. I used to know a man who, on the day the political party he supported came to power, asked to be placed in charge of the department of organic chemistry at university, promising that he was a patriot. Another one, long ago, asked to be named director of the National Theater on the grounds that he was a model husband. And he received the appointment. 

Now tell me: do I not have worse attributes that I can brag about? If I came to you asking for an advance only because I’m an Orthodox Christian and I love my country, would you have given it to me?

...It’s obvious that I can’t write anything in Iași – I thought to myself – with my mind is so full of doubts and arguments against writing; it’s a city that’s too loud, too lively, and too full of history. Wherever you look, in the streets, in the public institutions, in the fashion stores – there’s history everywhere. Here every stone talks to you of the past and none of the present. So, I’ll go somewhere else, where it’s quiet and cool, to a place with fewer historical distractions, and perhaps my thoughts will change there.  

I ended up at the Văratic monastery – with the nuns. Our Moldavians go there during summer to rest, the men when they have something to work on, and the women when they have nothing to do. There is nowhere more lively than these holy sanctuaries of peace and recollection. First, the nuns have the habit to toll the bells all day and all night. Moldavians – the same. Nuns also have another habit: wooden vesper bells. They beat it in the morning, they beat it at noon, they beat it at midnight… Moldavian women – the same. I had a nun as a host who all day did the same thing, and not only outside –  I was curious how there could be so much mysticism in such a small woman.

But especially the big vesper bell from the bell tower, with its jarring sound, had an impact on me contrary to your interests. It reminded me of a machine gun. It was just like I was in Turtucaia all over again. War memories blended in my mind with holy ones, so that I couldn’t understand anything anymore…

That’s how summer passed and I returned to Iași where, even though it was barely autumn, only early September, I received an invitation from the publishing house to send the manuscript. Which manuscript? What manuscript? I had placed my hope in two-three fragments of memories from my captivity, which I published a long time ago; I would add a few unpublished chapters to them – I told myself – and the book is finished. But when I read them again, I found them so bad that it was as if I hadn’t written them. It was like they were written to compromise me, by my unforgettable literary detractor, the critic Eugen Lovinescu.

Someone else in my place would have quickly scribbled down, on the spot, a few dozen pages, as God allowed, and would have escaped from the mess.

But I’m not from Bucharest. 

In this regard, people from Bucharest are more efficient; they rush everything – chores, meals, fun, love (on the run like a tit), and they call this living intensely.

We, people from Iași, have another opinion. We don’t like to rush, to turn things upside down as they do. When it comes to serious business, we have another habit: we don’t do anything. 

It’s very true, I’m not from Iași (I don’t even pretend to be), but I have adapted. Here I found an ambiance that couldn’t be more fitting for a professional writer who doesn’t like to write. And now you want me to change my view of life? You’ve got the wrong man. A book is not written like this, as if you’d clap your hands or establish an anonymous stock company; it takes longer than founding a commercial enterprise in our days (that can always go bankrupt in these turbulent times). A good book defies death with its eternity. Policies, bills, contracts – what are these compared to eternity? You businessmen, are dreamers, Mr. Ciornei. You waste your time and fret about things that are as deceptive as shadows and as perishable as grass in the fields. You don’t realize that in this earthly life, each member of our generation has a fleeting place, just like sitting on a tram. And if you think more about it, who would be crazy enough to sacrifice his comfort at home, where he lives for a lifetime, focusing all his care and energy on his seat on a tram, where he sits for ten minutes? 

In a hundred years, you’ll be dead, definitely dead, and immersed in oblivion. All the ministers will be dead as well, even the mayor of the capital, and all the great capitalists of our day, without exception.

Only a good book that you put your name on can raise you above this hecatomb of greatness; and only a writer like me, or another, can offer you this supreme chance. Can’t you see what a wonderful business deal I’m offering you?... Disregard the due date set in the contract – and you’ll see how happy you’ll be after your death. You’ll see how happy we’ll be two meters underground when we’ll know that those above are still reading and enjoying our work.  

Because after so much correspondence, emotions, and nuisance on your part, we can say that both of us collaborated on this book: you with the work, me with the capital – that you gave me as a down payment back then.

You caused its conception.

If the critics are unfavorable, I’ll take all the blame, but I’ll make sure it’s a good book. If it will be praised, of course, you’ll be solely responsible and culpable for enriching Romanian literature with such a masterpiece. 

 

G.T.


 




I


24th of August, during the evening…

The enemy machine guns fire across the Danube, from one bank to the other. Under their intermittent bursts, rows of small bubbles appear on the water’s surface, popping in the air as if the bullets come from underwater. Successively, around each swimmer, the storm of bullets draws defined circles, that become tighter and tighter, until the head of the man caught in the middle suddenly disappears from sight, just like popping a balloon with a needle…

I wonder what was happening in those heads, the ones visible from here, floating downstream on the waves like minor details? If I had waited for fifteen minutes more in the Danube, I would have known. The hideous death would have snatched me as well, between the sky and the water, without any chance of escape.

In front of us, on the other shore, the train station of Oltenița is burning. A few bombs broke the wall facing us and exploded inside in flashing flames. 

A bit lower, a vertical river of black smoke rises fiercely from a petroleum barge that was set on fire. 

Here, between the edge of the water and the high bank of sand that still protects them from the Bulgarians’ bullets, our people pile up confused. Some of them already tied white flags to the end of their bayonets; others are walking impassively, with hardened souls. For a few hours, the crowd lined up under the banks kept increasing with groups of refugees, most of them without weapons, that came from Turtucaia, hoping to find salvation here across the water or down towards Silistra. But all the boats, planks, and sheaves of twigs are long gone, and the path to Silistra is blocked by the enemy. 
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