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Introduction


Liviu Rebreanu’s The Forest of the Hanged (Pădurea Spânzuraților) is a profoundly insightful and moving story. It was the first novel in Romanian literature to address, in a sophisticated manner, issues surrounding World War I that would profoundly impact an entire generation of Romanians. World War I forever changed the country. It resulted in the great union of Transylvania with Romania, along with the reunion of Bessarabia and northern Bucovina, in 1918, but it also scarred an entire generation, not only of Romanians but of men and women throughout Europe and across the Atlantic, who experienced first-hand the tragedy of war. The Forest of the Hanged is a sagacious analysis of both the human spirit and the Romanian soul and, as such, was selected as the first volume in the new series initiated by the Center for Romanian Studies entitled, Classics of Romanian Literature.

Classics of Romanian Literature is a series 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 Center for Romanian Studies’ core mission of promoting knowledge of Romanian history, literature, and culture in the world. Therefore, it is fitting that the Center has chosen The Forest of the Hanged as the first volume in this important new series. Original illustrations by the talented, young artist, Phoebe Cho, serve to enhance the story.

Liviu Rebreanu was born on November 27, 1885, in Târlișina, a small village near Bistrița in Transylvania, then under the control of the Austro-Hungarian Empire. He came from a peasant family and grew up in the village of Maiereu in Năsăud county, where his father had become a schoolteacher. He studied at Năsăud and later attended military school in Budapest. Rebreanu served for a time in the Austro-Hungarian army before resigning and relocating to Romania, where he settled in Bucharest in 1909, only to be extradited to Hungary the following year on charges related to his military service. After serving a short prison sentence, he returned to Romania and continued to pursue a career in writing, which had always been his passion. In fact, he had already published his first writings in the literary journal Luceafărul in 1908.

Although dedicated and ambitious, Rebreanu was considered an unremarkable journalist and writer. He published his first collection of novellas, Fragments, in 1912, in Orăștie, but to little acclaim. A few other works followed, but Rebreanu failed to gain notice. Still, in these early writings, we can find the seeds of many of his later works. In some ways, Rebreanu’s development as a writer resembles that of Ernest Hemingway, who described his own evolution in A Moveable Feast: “Up in that room I decided that I would write one story about each thing that I knew about. I was trying to do this all the time I was writing, and it was good and severe discipline.”1 In much the same way, Rebreanu worked hard and continued to refine his craft.

In reflecting on what it means to be a writer, Rebreanu would later opine, “For me art – and when I say art, I am thinking of literature – means the creation of people and life. In this way, art, like divine creation, becomes the most wonderful mystery. Creating living people, with their own unique lives, the writer gets to glimpse the eternal mysteries…. When you manage to capture a few moments of real life in words, you have managed to create a work more precious than all the beautiful phrases in the world.”2

His dedication paid off with the publication of his novel Ion in 1920. With its sober portrayal of peasant life, Ion established him as one of the leading figures of Romania’s post-war literary generation. Rebreanu was part of a generation for whom the experience of the war profoundly transformed their outlook on the world. An apathetic, adrift, disoriented spirit characterized this “Generation of 1914” or “Lost Generation,” a term popularized by Hemingway, who attributed it to an exchange between Gertrude Stein and a French garage owner.3 Ion set a new standard for the Romanian novel. In its vision of peasant life, Ion broke from the older, more romantic view of rural life, launching a new revolution in Romanian literature. As Romanian scholar Niculae Gheran noted, Ion “represents a true microcosm, like focused rays of light, of all the sufferings, aspirations, and problems of the Romanian people of his time in Transylvania and even, to a certain degree, of Romanians everywhere.”4

Rebreanu followed up Ion with The Forest of the Hanged in 1922. It is a novel that draws heavily on personal experience. His brother Emil had served in the Austro-Hungarian Army during World War I and was executed for desertion on the front in Transylvania in 1917. Rebreanu’s profoundly intimate connection to the tragic story brings it to life for the reader. This trait is a characteristic of truly great writers. As Hemingway remarked, “Dostoevsky was made by being sent to Siberia. Writers are forged in injustice as a sword is forged.”5 In The Forest of the Hanged, the reader can sense the underlying personal drama and struggle with injustice. “You see I’m trying in all my stories to get the feeling of the actual life across—not to just depict life—or criticize it—but to actually make it alive,” Hemingway once wrote, “So that when you have read something by me you actually experience the thing.”6 Rebreanu undoubtedly would have subscribed to these same words.

The story of The Forest of the Hanged is the personal drama of Apostol Bologa, a Romanian officer serving in the Austro-Hungarian Empire. The novel opens with Bologa present at the hanging of a Czech officer, sentenced to death for desertion after his condemnation by a court-martial, on which Apostol had served as a member. This experience haunts him and comes to the forefront when his regiment is ordered to Transylvania where he would have to fight fellow Romanians. Apostol confesses to seeing, “’One and the same man, hanging countless times, in an endless protest,’ and suddenly he said to himself: ‘It’s Svoboda... the look in his eyes.’ The same second, he remembered with tormenting accuracy the way he had voted for the condemnation of the Czech, how proud he had been at the honor of serving on the Court Martial, how – out of excessive zeal – he had joined and lent a helping hand in preparation of the execution, how he had grabbed the rope trying its resistance. The rugged feel of the rope burnt in both palms of his hands. This memory turned into a feeling of shame and grief, so cruel, so accusing, as if he were standing before God on the day of the Last Judgement.”7 Faced with the reality that he will soon be required to take up arms against his own people, Bologa finds himself in an impossible situation, especially after the authorities refused his request for a transfer to the Italian front.

Despite its appeal to patriotic values, at its root, The Forest of the Hanged is a manifesto against war. Apostol Bologa is trapped in the very specific confines of a soldier fighting on the side of a multi-national Empire, now suddenly forced to fight his own people. This reality changes everything for him. As he struggles with the dilemma he now faces, Bologa analyzes the deeper meaning of human existence and all that it implies. In doing so, he confronts universal realities faces by human beings at all times and in all places, while at the same time revealing specific aspects of the Romanian soul. 

Through the very personal drama of Apostol Bologa, Rebreanu allows the reader to experience the larger drama of the war, and through its depictions, he condemns war. Since its publication, the novel has stood as a literary masterpiece. The great Romanian scholar Nicolae Iorga, in his History of Contemporary Romanian Literature, wrote: “From the tragedy of the war, Mr. Rebreanu extracts striking moments that he develops and deepens to explain his righteous and painful observations… In this same deeply moving spirit arises the new and powerful novel, The Forest of the Hanged. Although made of parts each interesting in themselves, the tragedy of the Romanian soldier serving under a foreign flag, which begins with the somber spectacle of a hanging, evolved into the miraculous sacrifice of the tortured hero through his own hanging is profoundly moving. And throughout the story, right up to the final scene, an atmosphere of theological reflection, human responsibility, and a sense of religiosity imbues. A sense of holiness pervades.”8

Apostol’s story is a psychological analysis of a spirit in contradiction with itself. When he is upset that his fiancée, Martha, a Romanian girl, is flirting with a Hungarian officer who visits his village, our protagonist decides to join the army. He eventually loses interest in Martha and breaks off the engagement, but then becomes betrothed to a Hungarian peasant girl. Rebreanu’s portrayal of the tortured soul of Apostol Bologa reflects the dilemma of his generation. 

Romanian scholar Sorin Pârvu, in his masterful presentation of classic works of Romanian literature, The Romanian Novel, writes of The Forest of the Hanged: “There is in Apostol a sort of fever which makes him all of a sudden a keen observer of every detail. He looks at trees and smells flowers, as though he were discovering the mystery of the world (or as if feeling that his days are numbered)…. Apostol is now definitely a doomed man. Nothing can save him from a self-inflicted death. He has just been ordered to engage in active combat with his fellow-countrymen and he knows he won’t be up to it.”9

Liviu Rebreanu remains one of the most distinguished writers in the history of Romanian literature. He died on September 1, 1944, in Vălea Mare in Argeș County. The Romanian literary critic George Călinescu wrote of Rebreanu, “No other Transylvanian writer has depicted with such impartiality the uncertainty within the souls of the Romanians across the Carpathians during the Imperial period. This realism is more patriotic than any tirade because the uncertainty itself reveals the power of the national spirit.”10 Rebreanu’s The Forest of the Hanged is genuinely one of the great novels in all of Romanian and East European literature. 

 

A.K. Brackob
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Book One


I

Under the ashy autumnal sky, looking like a gigantic steam covered glass bell, the brand new, defiant gallows, put up at the end of the village, pointed its arm and rope towards the black plain dotted here and there with copper-leaved trees. Supervised by a short-legged, dark-faced Corporal, helped by a hairy, red-faced peasant, two aged soldiers hastily dug a grave, often spitting into the palms of their hands and groaning with weariness after every stroke of their pick-axes. From the wound in the earth, the grave-diggers threw out yellow, sticky clay.

The Corporal twisted his moustache and constantly peered around, suspiciously and contemptuously. The view irritated him, though he tried to conceal his discontentment. On the right, there was a military cemetery, surrounded with barbed wire, the graves being placed, as if on parade, with fresh, white, identical crosses. A few steps away, on the left, stood the village graveyard, enclosed by thistles. The crosses broken, moldy, and far between missing, as if no dead body had entered it for some time, nor was anyone anxious to do so.

The village of Zirin, headquarters of the infantry division, lay concealed in a cloud of smoke and fog, pierced only by tops of leafless trees, thin and scattered about, by a few pointed straw roofs, and by the shell-battered church tower. Northward, could you see the ruins of the railway station and the railway blocking the view, like a dike without beginning or end. The roadway, looking like a straight line on the gloomy plain, came from the west, crossed the village, and led straight to the front.

“A nasty-looking country you’ve got, you Muscovites!” the Corporal suddenly spoke, turning to the grave-diggers, looking angrily at the peasant who had paused from working to regain his breath. “Can you hear me? The country — places — niet fine!” he then added, pointing to the countryside and mangling his speech to make himself better understood.

Puzzled, the peasant stared at him with a humble smile, mumbling something in Russian.

“He doesn’t understand our tongue,” a soldier then spoke, straightening his back.

“Nor can you blame them for the country being so miserable,” the other soldier promptly added, learning on his spade.

The three military men were now looking contemptuously on the peasant; not understanding his foreign words. The peasant shyly bowed his head into the yellow-bottomed grave, some half a meter deep.

“What are you standing there for? Dawdling about!” the Corporal suddenly shouted, attracting due attention. “Is that a grave? Shame on you! The convoy will be here in a minute ... and the grave isn’t even dug! Do you want me to get into trouble because of you? Come on! Put your hand to the plow, don’t you gaggle at me!”

“Quite so, you’re right, Corporal,” mumbled a soldier striking a boulder with his pick-axe. “Yet this isn’t soldiering either, Corporal. Turning us into grave-diggers, my word!”

The men soon returned to work. The Corporal, now content, answered in more friendly fashion:

“A soldier must put his hand to all sorts of things in wartime, for that’s the reason of war being a war. Whether it be here, or on the front, or in hospital, it’s all the same. You might say that we were lucky that we arrived so late. What if they had come at four, according to orders? It would have been a devil of a mess for all of us. Truth to say, I’m an old soldier, but I’ve never seen anything like this, hanging people almost in the dark.”

He ceased abruptly, his eyes on the gallows, the arm of which seemed to be menacing the men in the grave. That very moment to rope began to swing quietly. The Corporal felt a cold shudder and quickly turned his head away. But then he saw the white crosses, in straight rows, in the military cemetery; in his dismay, he turned left, face about, his eyes facing the graves once more, in the village churchyard. He was seized by a haunting terror, as if he had seen a ghost. But he quickly regained control of himself and, spitting in disgust, he murmured: “What a life this is! Wherever you look, there’s just death, graves and the dead.”

Moist and depressing, an autumnal wind arose from the direction of the fog-covered village, carrying sounds of stifled groaning on its wings. Sheer desolation was dripping from the ashen sky, so that — heavy of heart  the Corporal stood frozen, facing the church tower, his eyes staring vacantly, never noticing the approach of an officer coming down the cemetery path. He only came to when he heard the footsteps. He gave a start and the turned to the grave-diggers, and said, his voice still hoarse with anxiety:

“Make haste, boys, there’s an officer coming. The convoy is now due anytime. If only we could get it over with more quickly! No use, this is no job for a military man!”

The officer approached hesitantly. The wind fluttered the skirt of his coat as if pushing him on toward an undesired target. He was of average height and wore a small beard which give him the look of a sedentary militiaman, though otherwise he did not look more than thirty-five. Below the (wide) iron helmet, his round, fair face looked tortured, particularly because of the brown eyes, large and bulging, that eagerly contemplated the post of the gallows, without winking, with morbid interest. His full-lipped mouth was pressed hard in a painful, trembling contraction. His arms hung stiffly, as if forgotten.

The Corporal gave him a military salute, noisily clicking the heels of his boots together. The officer stopped a few paces away, slightly nodding in acquiescence and asked, his eyes riveted on the rope:

“What time is the execution ordered?”

“It was to be at four o’clock, Captain” the Corporal answered in such a loud voice that the officer quickly looked at him. “But I see it’s already five and they haven’t arrived yet.”

“Yes, quite,” the Captain murmured, looking down upon the grave-diggers who were silently hoeing, their heads down. He then asked again more firmly: “And who is to be hanged?”

“We couldn’t say, Captain,” the Corporal said, rather ill-at-ease, “They say it may be an officer, but we don't know for certain.”

“For what kind of offence?” the officer insisted eyeing him searchingly, almost angrily.

The Corporal became quite flustered; he ruefully answered with a smile of bitter pity: “Why, Captain, sir, how should we know? In wartime, a man’s life is like that of a flower, it withers away for no apparent reason. God has created us all as sinners, but mortal men have no mercy.”

The Captain gave him a long look, as if taken aback by his words, and asked no further questions. However, in looking up and seeing the gallows, he drew back a few steps as if facing a menacing foe. That very moment, coming from the path from the village, a harsh commanding voice was heard: “Corporal! Ready, Corporal?”

“Ready, Lieutenant!” the Corporal shouted, turning around, raising his hand to his cap in a salute.

The Lieutenant, attired in a tight-fitting trench coat with a grey fur collar, approached in great haste, almost running and talking incessantly: “Everything ready, Corporal? The convoy has just left and will be here in a few minutes. What about the first Sergeant, where is he? Why hasn’t he come? If I, who am not directly responsible, have taken the trouble...”

He ceased suddenly upon seeing the unknown Captain who considered him nervously. The Lieutenant saluted and stepped up to the brink of the grave; then very nervously, in a grating voice, he burst out: “The stool, Corporal! Where is it? Staring like a dolt, are you? What is the convict to step up on? My word! Such carelessness I never saw. You’ll fetch a stool out of nowhere, do you understand? And be back in two minutes! Come on, move, what are you staring at?!”

The Corporal quickly made for the village, as the Lieutenant, glancing at the Captain who stood nearby, spoke more quietly: “With such people we cannot beat Europe. If there’s no sense of duty.” In talking, he passed by the fir tree post, right under the motionless rope. He examined the grave, mumbling something in discontent; then, looking up, he grabbed the rope hanging over his head with both hands, as if trying to see if it was strong enough. Meeting the Captain’s scared look, he let the rope go, shamed and humbled. Irresolute, he stayed there a few more instants; then, suddenly, he walked straight up to the stranger, and introduced himself: “Lieutenant Apostol Bologa.”

“Klapka,” the Captain interrupted, with his hand outstretched. “Otto Klapka. I have just arrived from the faraway Italian front. At the station, I heard there was to be an execution and I don’t quite realize how it happened, but here I am.”

The Captain’s voice quivered with such frank bashfulness that, unwillingly, the Lieutenant felt the same shame and awkwardly spoke with strained vivacity: “So you’ve been transferred into our division?”

“Yes... into the fiftieth of field artillery.”

“Ah, that’s our regiment!” Bologa suddenly exclaimed with frank joy. “Then you’re certainly welcome!” The Captain’s face relaxed, as if in the Lieutenant’s sincerity he was discovering a new man. Their eyes met with a flash of sympathy. For just one moment. A shudder then shook Klapka and he asked almost terror stricken: “Whom are you hanging?”

Apostol Bologa’s eyes, blue and deep sunken, gleamed with strange pride. He answered, hardly concealing his indignation: “A Czech Lieutenant, Svoboda. An outright shame for the officer corps. He was caught just as he was about to pass over to enemy lines, carrying maps and plans. Shameful and outrageous! Don’t you think so?” he added a few seconds later, seeing that Klapka remained silent.

“Why... yes... yes, I suppose so,” the Captain said with seeming hesitation.

The ambiguous answer put Bologa’s back up. He then began talking with volubility, evidently forced, as if trying to be convincing at all costs:

“I had the honor to be a member of the Court Martial that tried him, so that — as a matter of fact, he did not deny it — considering the definitive proof, any defense would, of course, have been useless. He displayed unheard of cynicism. He never opened his mouth throughout the proceedings, even refusing to answer the president’s questions. He considered all of us defiantly, with a sort of arrogant contempt. Even the sentence of death he received with a smile and what a look in his eyes; such people, of course, do not fear an infamous death. When caught by a patrol commanded by an officer, in a dead angle, he tried to shoot himself. What clearer proof than an attempt at suicide? The Court unanimously sentenced him to death without further debate, the crime being so obvious. I myself, though excessively hesitating by nature, I have this time a completely clear conscience, absolutely clear.” Particularly astounded by the harshness of his voice, Klapka mumbled.

“Oh, Lord, proof... when a man’s life is at stake.”

A mixture of irony and contempt appeared on the Lieutenant’s thin lips, sunken at the ends.

“Remember, Captain, we are in wartime and on the front lines! A man’s life should not imperil the motherland’s life! If we were governed by sentimentality, we would capitulate in front of everyone. It’s obvious, however, that you are a reserve officer, or you wouldn’t speak like that in the case of a crime.”

“Quite true,” Klapka said apprehensively, in a hurry. “I was a lawyer, in times of peace. Yet now...”

“I too, am a reserve officer,” the Lieutenant proudly interrupted. “The war snatched me away from books, at the University, where I had almost lost touch with real life. But I soon recovered my senses and came to realize that war alone was the real generator of energy.”

The Captain smiled, as if considering the answer ridiculous. In a gentle voice, tinged with soft irony, he said: “And here am I, thinking that war is a murderer of energies.”

Apostol Bologa blushed like a virgin, and he dared not look the Captain in the eyes. He felt deeply offended and was racking his brains for a harsh answer to bring the conversation to an end. Just then, the Corporal came panting, with a backless stool.

“Just a moment, Captain,” Bologa spoke triumphantly, turning to the sweating Corporal, as if he’d brought his salvation. “It’s too high, can’t you see?” he shouted angrily. “How will the convict climb such a... After all, why should I fret and fume when the execution is not within my obligations? You’ll see what the General has to say, I bet you’ll remember! Now, what are you waiting for? Come on, adjust the place somehow and raise the rope higher! Such a never-do-well!”

He raised his arms indignantly and turned his back on him. Yet suddenly he calmed down, as he saw, on the path coming from the village, a group of officers approaching with grave solemnity. It was headed by the division commander himself, small, fat, short in the legs, and very red in the face, nervously rapping the top of his boot with a riding whip, while the military Praetor, a paunchy grey whiskered Captain, was giving some explanation with broad gestures of his right hand, holding a piece of paper.

“Here’s the convoy. The General too!” Bologa whispered, quickly blinking to the Captain who was drawing back as if faced by an unforeseen ghost.

The Lieutenant rushed to meet the General; saluting, he reported with soft-importance: “I came earlier, by chance, your excellency, and found that the stool was missing.”

“Missing?” the General repeated, with a dissatisfied look at the Praetor who was desperately looking at Bologa.

“I took immediate measures,” the Lieutenant hurriedly added to protect the Praetor who was miffed by the awkward incident.

The Praetor, however, felt the displeasure of the General and, mumbling some excuse, he made haste to be the first at the place of execution to see if his orders had been carried out. With a glance, he took in everything, ignoring the Corporal standing rigidly, in a terrified position of salute. He meant to turn smiling to the General just coming up, but he suddenly remembered and asked anxiously:

“Where is the executioner, Corporal?”

“We don’t know, Captain,” the Corporal replied. “We had orders to dig the grave and...”

“You don’t know, you blockhead, do you?” the Praetor flew at him in terror, shouting furiously. “Where’s the Sergeant Major? What has he been doing? Sergeant Major!... Just imagine, your excellency, we have no executioner!” he added in extreme bewilderment, addressing the General who had just come by the grave. “It’s no use my quoting regulations, as the men no longer do their duty.”

A grey faced, dry-looking Sergeant-Major came running at full speed and stopped, shaking by the post of the gallows.

“A real mess, you scoundrel! Where’s the executioner?” the Praetor flew at him gnashing his teeth. “I shall... I’ll... Thirty days’ imprisonment,” the General intervened tearing at his left moustache and threatening with the riding whip. “Yet now a man must be summoned immediately.”

“Corporal, you shall be the executioner!” the Praetor quickly determined, somewhat relieved.

“Captain, I humbly beg to be excused,” the Corporal mumbled, turning yellow in the face. “Captain, I do humbly beg you...”

The Praetor didn’t even hear him; he was approaching the General to complain, by way of excuse, about the men’s lack of discipline. The General, however, controlling his indignation, cut him short, mumbling:

“We’ll talk later. Now, on duty!”

The bulk of the convoy was slowly moving along the grey-looking path in the swift-falling evening light. Wrapped in a greenish coat, with collar up, a civilian hat on his bowed head, the convict was mechanically walking on the arm of an old military priest, surrounded by four soldiers armed with bayonetted rifles. Groups of officers and soldiers followed, recalled from the front, specially to see the execution, all wearing war helmets, dirty uniforms, reeking of the trenches, all scattered every which way so that the end of the convoy lagged as far behind as the end of the village. Below the gallows, the Corporal was waiting, bolt upright, with dim eyes, the Sergeant whispering in his ear what and how he was to do it. The wet wind grew stronger, sweeping the ground, bumping against the graves in the churchyard, shaking the approaching people off their feet.

The priest then halted at the brink of the grave with the convict, who, seeing the yellow, sticky clay, shuddered briefly.

“Great and kind is the Lord,” the frightened priest mumbled in his ear, pushing the cross up to his lips.

“On the other side, please, Father!” the Praetor’s voice sounded, strained and hoarse. “We must have order. Look sharp, Sergeant! Don’t you know your duty?”

The pace of the convoy quickened as if by order. Within a few moments, there was a crowd of people around the gallows. They were all silent as if afraid of troubling the sleep of a sick, long- suffering man. The sound of impatient steps alone was heard in the moaning, persisting wind.

“Doctor, I say, doctor, is it long?” Apostol Bologa whispered hanging on the arm of the doctor who struggled to pass through the crowd of soldiers. “You'll see. This is no time for...” the doctor said, annoyed. “Make room, why, what on earth, let me through, boys!”

In the doctor’s wake, Bologa succeeded in creeping to the brink of the grave, in front of the gallows. His throat was dry and bitter-tasting, his heart fretted with almost aching emotion. He was satisfied to be able to see everything; to calm his impatience, he looked around trying to find acquaintances and friends among the scores of faces tanned by the war, disfigured by the weight of steel helmets. The General stood about three paces away, to the right, morose and completely still. Farther away, however, Lieutenant Gross was impatiently, desperately watching the convict’s, who had been a close friend of his, every movement. On seeing Gross, Bologa remembered the newly-arrived Captain; he discovered him standing behind the General, his jaw propped in his hand, as if he was a statue.

“What kind of a man!” Bologa thought in anger. “Comes here straight from the station and he’s the one giving me lessons in humanitarianism, as if I were a wild beast or...”

A hand pressed his arm at that moment.

“Why, Cervenco!” Bologa murmured, turning around. “You’re here? I’m surprised. Of course, you haven’t come of your own free will. Did you know I was a member of the court martial?”

Captain Cervenco had no chance to answer, for the Praetor’s voice suddenly shot up, much sharper and more cutting than previously: “Three steps back, everybody! Make room! Stand aside!”

As if scared by the noise daring to pierce the silence, people crowed together and drew a few steps back. The General alone remained in the empty space around the grave; by the rough-hewn wooden post, the convict looked straight ahead, gently eyeing the embankment that blocked the view in the distance. With a heavy heart, Bologa was now gazing straight into his eyes, large, black, feverish. And he suddenly saw the man under the noose turn to the stunned priest and he heard him say very clearly: “I want to die the sooner.”

The General puckered his bushy, joining eyebrows, addressing the Praetor: “See what he wants.” But the convict was now looking over the heads of the crowd and no longer seemed to hear the Praetor’s question; who, having waited in vain for a reply, burst out in terror: “Ready? Then... why... then.”

With an offended look at the General, he stepped on the mound of fresh clay by the brink of the grave, unfolded the crumpled piece of paper in his hand, and read the sentence of the court martial condemning sub-Lieutenant Svoboda to death by hanging for treason and desertion to the enemy. His voice sounded vacuous and false; twice he stumbled over his words. The General gave him two searching glances; finally, he turned hoarse as if he’d been yelling as loud as he could all day long.

Apostol Bologa turned red in the face from concentration and his eyes were glued to the convict’s face. He could hear his heartbeats like hammer-strokes and the helmet was pressing his skull as if much too tight and forcefully driven in. Strange wonder was seething in his brain because, while the Praetor was enumerating the crimes, the paper meanwhile trembled in his fingers, the cheeks of the sub-Lieutenant under the noose suddenly filled with life, his round eyes flashing with proud luminous luster, as if flaring into the other world. To begin with, that look frightened and angered Bologa. Yet, later he clearly felt that the flame in the convict’s eyes was creeping into his heart like a painful imputation. He tried to turn his head and look the other way, but the eyes of the sentenced man seemed to fascinate him, a look scornful of death and beautified by endless love. In the end, Bologa expected the convict to open his mouth with a dreadful shout of salvation, just as the first Christian believers who, at the time of violent death, would see Christ.

The Praetor quickly folded the paper, putting it in his pocket, tired out, mumbling something. Then the Sergeant went up to the convict and very humbly murmured: “The mantle, please.”

Without looking at him, Svoboda took off his mantle, remaining in the civilian coat, open at the collar, revealing his white, slender and long neck. Then he took his hat off, smoothed the hair on his brow, avidly kissed the cross in the priest’s hand, and made a quick sign of the cross. For an instant he looked around bewildered, as if had forgotten something. Then, with a gleam of joy, he remembered and climbed on the stool beneath the fir tree post, his eyes shining, his face white and illuminated, he seemed about to impart to mortals present a great victory.

“Come, man, don’t be afraid,” the frightened Sergeant murmured to the short-legged Corporal, gently pushing him from behind toward the convict.

Shaking and trembling, the Corporal approached, not knowing what to do. He looked back and, at the Sergeant’s sign, he raised his arms to the rope.

“Tunic off!” the General then shouted in a husky voice. “A soldier in uniform cannot be an executioner.” 

A minute later, the Corporal again raised his arms to the rope; he was now in his shirt sleeves and bareheaded. In the meantime, Svoboda had himself arranged the noose around his own neck, as if he’d been trying on some unusual collar.

“Draw the stool away!” the Sergeant again whispered. Bewildered, the Corporal snatched the stool under the convict’s feet. The arm of the gallows creaked and the body began to writhe in search of support. The strange, burning gleam in his eyes was flickering more intensely, quickly quivering, gradually turning black. Bologa could clearly see the eye-balls bulging, turning purple, yet the look in his eyes kept up that vivid brilliance, as if death itself were unable to darken or to quench it.

The Sergeant said something to the Corporal who desperately rushed in, both arms embracing the convict’s legs, that still shook with awkward spasms.

“Let go!” the Praetor shouted in a scare. “Get away! What do you think you're doing?”

Besides Apostol Bologa the doctor stood, watch in hand, counting the time. The dark of the evening was now closing in. The wind had abruptly ceased, like a runner facing a precipice. Silence covered everything, like a shutter; then, suddenly, it was pierced by a long groan, sounding like an appeal. Bologa alone turned and saw a soldier, the trace of a bad scar on his cheek. his face wet with tears, groaning in pity. He meant to motion him to silence, but he then saw tears shining in the eyes of other men nearby. He lost his head and felt dryness in his throat.
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“Why is the man groaning?” he meditated, to control his heart; yet, the very moment that this question popped up in his brain, he met the convict’s eyes again; their former proud and trusting brightness was now struggling against quenching darkness.

A few minutes thus went by. The hanged man’s body had long ceased moving. The dusk was covering the earth like a black winding sheet.

“What do we do, doctor?” the General suddenly burst out, morose. “Can't you see it’s getting dark?”

“Duty, your excellency,” the doctor quickly replied, his eyes on the watch.

“What duty? Ascertaining! That’s your duty!” the General said even more angrily.

The doctor shrugged, went up to the post and felt the hanged man’s pulse, then he murmured: “He died sooner, as if tired of life!”

“No commentaries!” the General flew into a rage. “Results!”

“Your excellency, the convict has expired,” the doctor reported, saluting.

“What then?” the General impatiently said, turning to the dumbfounded Praetor.

“The sentence has been carried out, your excellency,” the Praetor hurriedly spoke, clicking his heels together like a painstaking recruit.

The General had specifically come to give a speech about desertion to the enemy, more particularly about the punishments unmercifully awaiting those who might stray from their military duties. But now he felt tired and had no heart for speeches.

“Then let us go!” he mumbled, turning so abruptly that the men could hardly draw aside to make room for his passage.

The Praetor quickly gave orders to the Sergeant, then hurriedly ran after the General to explain that the cause of the incidents was exclusively the fault of the undisciplined men. The whole crowd then began to move and the plain was filled. Apostol Bologa stood alone, rooted to the ground, his eyes constantly on the hanged man, the skirts of the whose coat were now flapping in the wind.

“Poor man!” Captain Cervenco suddenly spoke in a plaintive voice, beside Bologa.

“What? What did you say?” asked Bologa startled, quickly adding to hide his emotion: “Why, poor man? What do you mean?” but he did not finish, nor wait for the Captain’s answer. He took the path leading to the village, after the others, as if afraid to be caught by night in that place. Some thirty paces away, he caught up with Klapka.

“Now, philosopher, did you enjoy it?” the Captain said in a slight, reproachful tone.

“Captain, sanction, crime, law,” Apostol Bologa mumbled, scared by the Captain’s question.

“Yes, I know! Yet, a man!” Klapka murmured gloomily.

“A man, a man, a man,” Bologa echoed, shuddering.

All around, the darkness had grown so intense, it was almost prickling to the eyes. Bologa looked around. As far as his eyes could reach, on the plain, black shadows were moving about, as if all the men had turned into restless ghosts. The gallows alone shone white and disdainful, surrounded by the white crosses in the military cemetery.

Bologa shuddered again. Aching cold coursed up and down his heart. He fearfully whispered: “What darkness, oh Lord, such darkness has landed upon the earth.”

His voice meandered like a sick man’s whimper and was lost in the sighing blasts of wind.

II

The darkness stifled the straggling village inhabited by more enemies than civilians. Black houses shyly kept guard along the broad, unpaved lane, broken into hallows, rendered impassible by thousands of wagons, ceaselessly passing on to the front, carrying victuals for the men, always returning with remains of the fighting. Here and there a light was shimmering, yellow and frail, indicating headquarters, hospitals, and pubs turned into officer’s messes. Coming from the execution, people staggered across the puddles in the lane, cursing and blaspheming.

Silent, Apostol Bologa walked beside the newly-arrived Captain. He constantly wished to quicken his pace, to leave this suspicious man who seemed to blame him, even though he remained silent, yet, at the same time, he expected to hear from him something of the capital importance and, vexed that the other would open his mouth, he felt like shrieking. The wet suffocating darkness oppressed his heart even more unmercifully, as if on tenterhooks. In front of a house with lighted windows, they heard the General’s voice. Klapka gave a start, saying: “This is where I'll stop... to...”

Bologa did not answer, did not so much as salute, but went on faster, relieved, glad of good riddance, afraid of being called back, as if the Captain were the cause of the weight upon his soul. He soon turned into a narrow lane, then entered the yard of a reed hut where he was quartered. From a shed at the far end, he heard a mournful song; he was irritated that the orderly had a heart to sing just then. Still, he listened for a few seconds, thinking: “It’s a song from home.” He meant to call Peter, but, on opening his mouth, he changed his mind and instantly stepped into the lobby. He couldn’t find the door of his room and got angry: “He’s singing when he should...” Inside the room, on a table, an oil-lamp was burning, the wick lowered and its lamp-chimney covered in soot. Bologa placed his candle on the chest, then dropped onto the bed and lay on his back, his hands on his chest, his eyes on the ceiling with its black, cracked beams. He was feeling worn out, as if weary from toil.

“I’ll rest a little before supper, to clear my thoughts,” he said to himself, yawning and closing his eyes.

But the thoughts instantly rushed upon him from every nook of his brain, like birds of prey and the song of the orderly sounded so clearly in his ears, as if he was singing below his window.

Then, quite scared, he opened his eyes again. It dawned on him that the ought to call Peter and tell him that tomorrow, at dawn, they were going back to the front, therefore to be careful not to leave anything behind. At the same time, he realized that he was afraid to be alone with his own thoughts and he said to himself: “my conscience is at rest.” And instantly, as if by order, the arguments, scores of them, popped into his mind, jostling to reassure him that Svoboda had been guilty, he had tried to desert to the enemy and betrayed secrets; so that he, who, by chance, had tried him and sentenced him, was not liable to any imputation, none whatsoever. However, as he listened to the reassuring evidence in his mind, a few meaningless sparkles appeared on the black-beamed ceiling, then more, ever more distinctly, the eyes of the man under the rope, a proud defiant look in his eyes, like an appeal in the strange fire from which the flood of arguments was helpless vanishing.

“Peter will not stop singing. Why doesn’t he?” he then thought, lowering his eyelids, giving up in weariness.

The soldier’s elegiac song, the doina alone vibrated in his brain, smooth, gentle, a velvet-like caress, summoning into consciousness a succession of memories, lifting his soul on dreamy wings homeward, to the small town of Parva, in the valley of the river Someș.

That’s where his native home stood, old, strongly built, just across the road from the new, imposing church. From the verandah with carved wooden posts, across the branches of the nut trees, planted on the day of his birth, you could see his father’s grave, with its grey stone cross, the name carved in gilt letters visible from afar: Josif Bologa.

There were many rooms in the house, with old, stiff furniture of mixed styles; it had a large courtyard with outhouses at the back and, farther on, a large garden, down along the Someș with its boisterous flowing waters. This, together with a few acres of fertile soil, had been the dowry of doctor Hogea’s daughter; he had been the first rural district medical man in Parva; his tomb is likewise in the church courtyard, in memory of an honest and busy life and of a worthy descendent of the former chief commissioner during the revolution and rule of Avram Iancu. The day when the old archpriest Groza joined his daughter in wedlock with the barrister Josif Bologa was the happiest of the doctor’s life. That great joy was actually the cause of his death which happened a few months after the wedding of his one and only child. Miss Maria had, in fact, well-deserved her good fortune. She had been a good, quiet girl, without airs and graces, and with a deep religious faith. After her mother’s death, she grew up as a border in a school for girls at Sibiu. There, in the family of her headmistress, at the time of examinations for the sixth grade of the secondary school, she met Josif Bologa who, with no previous word to her, wrote to Doctor Hogea, at Parva, asking for her hand in marriage. A week later, her father came unexpectedly and told her that the important barrister loved her, so that, three days later, the engagement was celebrated in the headmistress’s own house, and to her disappointment that Maritzi did not complete her sixth grade. The engagement lasted five months, the time for laborious discussions with the father-in-law, as a result of which Bologa decided to remove his barrister’s office from Sibiu, where lawyer’s clients were few, to Parva. So, there was time for Maria to get used to the idea that she was going to marry a man who, during their engagement, was a stranger to her. In place of love, she felt awe and respect for Bologa, particularly at her father’s outpouring of commendations, overpowering her every time his future son-in-law was alluded to.

Nor was Josif Bologa the man to foster the romantic dreams of a seventeen-year-old young woman. His face was stern and angular, with eyeballs sunken in their sockets and overshadowed by bushy eyebrows; he had a thick brown mustache, a broad chin, looking somewhat black and blue from razor cuts; hatred rather than love found a home in that face. Though chary of speech and constantly grave, he had a moving, warm voice, disclosing a tender heart and an intense inner life. He was the eldest son of a poor family from the Moți country who cherished the memory of his forefather Grigore; he had been a main leader in the rebellion headed by Horia and had been broken on the wheel at Alba Iulia, when the fury of the peasants abated. In the soul of Josif Bologa, the image of the heroic and martyred ancestor kindled his fervor for work and flared into an ideal. As soon as he obtained his lawyer’s diploma, he threw himself with utmost passion into politics. He succeeded in becoming the youngest convict in the Memorandum trial and spent almost two years in a state prison.

Apostol was born during very days when his father was awaiting sentence at his trial, in Cluj. Before Bologa’s return from prison, the child had opened his eyes to the world, surrounded by idolatrous maternal devotion. Deprived of love, young Mrs. Bologa discovered in her child a purpose in life. Her soul, full of deep faith, actually experienced moments of doubt: didn’t she love her offspring more than she loved the Almighty? To appease her conscience, she did her best to implant in the heart of young Apostol a worship of God. So that the child’s earliest memories were governed by a kind, gentle, and forgiving Lord God who, in compensation of daily prayers, granted people joys on earth and endless happiness in heaven. In his lively imagination, the representation of this God would merge into that of the archpriest Groza, who often called on them, always asking for news of our martyr; his mother always kissed his hand.

His father’s homecoming brought about a deep change, a kind of revolution, in Apostol’s life. The platform of the station was crowded with people, townsfolk, and peasants of the neighborhood. The child desperately clinging to his mamma’s skirt, as if waiting for a dreadful miracle. The train arrived and came to a halt, creaking most frightfully, and from a railway coach Bologa stepped down, in a black coat, bare-headed, with a large brown beard he had grown in prison; he took a quick look around the crowd on the platform, then rushed to the little Apostol, raising him in his arms and giving him two smacking kisses on both his little cheeks, while the crowd was cheering. Seized by a painful terror, the child began to weep and squirm in the stranger’s arms, who was now listening to the archpriest’s speech, trying to pacify the child by gently rocking him in his arms. As the child, even more scared, was yelling, covering the welcoming speech, Bologa passed him into Mrs. Bologa’s care, who had impatiently turned crimson with shame and emotion.

In her arms Apostol soon calmed down, constantly considering the brown-bearded man in terror.

As a matter of fact, that same evening, Bologa had a talk with his wife concerning the child’s education. In pompous phrases, he put before her a few celebrated pedagogues, advising her carefully to read their works which he had himself perused while in prison, with a view to Apostol’s upbringing. He specially asked for energy, concentration, and resolution.

“From the very beginning, the child must understand that man’s life is only valuable when dedicated to an ideal!” Bologa pathetically concluded. “Our duty as parents is only just beginning! We must do our best to raise our offspring into a man and to build up his character!”

Mrs. Bologa wept and wrung her hands. Her husband’s discourse made it clear that she now had to temper her maternal love, fondling, and spoiling of the child. Bologa, feted by a whole population, a martyr, haloed by years of imprisonment and imposingly bearded, seemed a most sagacious master, deserving absolute obedience. She was therefore resigned to love her child secretly and to keep the fondling out of Bologa’s eyes. On the other hand, she intensified the religious attention, keeping alive the faith in Apostol’s heart. In this respect, her husband gave her free hand; though he was no believer, he allowed religion in the educational process as a means of developing the imagination.

Subdued and timid, deprived of playmates, Apostol deeply felt the stern atmosphere that his father had established in their home. The terror of their first encounter was still imprinted in his heart and he forever considered him a stranger, come specially to bully him. He only spent his hours of relaxation with his mother, when they were by themselves in the house; and, occasionally, with the archpriest, Groza, who, being a widower, found comfort in the company of the gentle and intelligent child. However, above the little one’s thoughts and imaginings, a mystical feeling of love always loomed above in which God was always paramount.

At the age of six, a further strange event violently troubled his soul. Mrs. Bologa, thinking that her child will have to go to school, discussed at length with archpriest Groza, with a view to make things easier for him. They agreed that it was necessary to implore the blessing of the Almighty. They, therefore, decided that Apostol was to say the Lord’s Prayer one Sunday during the religious service. They made all preparations in utmost secrecy, so that Bologa should not get wind of the fact and impede their plan. Finally, on the appointed day, Mr. and Mrs. Bologa sat, as usual, in the right-hand pew, with Apostol in front of them, in new clothes, paler than usual, his eyes filled with emotion. Mrs. Bologa was in tears, trembling, eagerly crossing herself and constantly fidgeting with the prayer-book. Then, at the time of the prayer, she leaned over the pew nervously, and whispered: “Now, darling.” Head up, with a firm step, Apostol took his stand before the altar, fell on his knees, and clasped his hands together. In a moment, his voice, as slender as a white silk thread, was fluttering in the silence of stifled breathing, rising up to the starry ceiling, descending upon hundreds of people. To begin with, his eyes first saw archpriest Groza at the altar, gently smiling and encouraging him; after that, however, the golden cross alone, high up as if floating above. Then, the very moment when he made the sign of the cross in conclusion of the prayer, the sky suddenly opened; in an infinite distance, yet as close as if he had been his midst, the Lord’s face beamed like a golden light, blinding, terrifying, yet also soothing like a mother’s kiss. Yet from the divine magnificence a look shone, keen, infinitely gentle and grave, penetrating into every depth and hidden nook. This vision only lasted an instant and was so overwhelming that Apostol’s heart stopped beating and his eyes filmed over with a strange, sickly luster. His soul, however, was so full of happiness that he would have gladly died then and there, contemplating the divine wonder. In going back to his seat, there was a change in his face. On his white cheeks, the blue eyes looked like two springs of light.

“Mother, I’ve seen the Lord God!’ the child impetuously murmured while Mrs. Bologa was trying to dry her tears on a handkerchief, wet with weeping.

Apostol’s vision occasioned some controversy in the Bologa family. The archpriest and Mrs. Bologa firmly believed that the Lord God, by a special grace, had thus shown the way that the boy was to follow in life. On the contrary, the lawyer was trying to prove that the whole miracle was just a result of the child’s religious exaltation. Unable to persuade them, Bologa finally lost his temper. He blamed them for wishing to destroy the child’s sanity by feeding his tender mind with popish phantasmagoria; so that he, being his father, and responsible for Apostol’s sanity, forbade such exhibitions in the future, once and for all.

During elementary classes, he was home-schooled, Mrs. Bologa acting as instructor. Bologa checked them both with ever growing harshness, as if facing a pair of accomplices bent on swindling him. Although Apostol was diligent, his father decided to send him to the high school at Năsăud for secondary school, saying that the child should come into contact with people, with the world. In fact, displeased with the excessively religious education that the child was undergoing, in spite of his prescriptions, he wished to put a stop to the harm while there was still time.

They arranged board and lodging for him in the house of the teacher of mathematics, Bologa’s close friend, that should be cared for and supervised as if he were at home, though his parents were gone and he was by himself; a painful anxiety overcame Apostol. He felt abandoned, banished, a helpless stranger. He couldn’t even weep lest the host’s children would mock him. The moment his heart was overcome with hopelessness and forlorn, he gazed upon an icon of Jesus Christ nailed to the cross on the wall of his tiny room. His sorrow then vanished, as if by magic. He was no longer alone. God’s comfort was in his heart.

Parva being close to Năsăud, Mrs. Bologa came to see him and encourage him every month. Apostol now seemed cheerful and contented. He took passionately to book-learning. In going home for the holidays, at the end of the school year, he joyfully presented to his father a brilliant school report.

“Congratulations,” Bologa said, after attentively reading it; he pressed his hand, like that of a friend. His hand-pressure had a strange effect on Apostol. For the first time did he feel that his father loved him. Love had so far seemed to be necessarily allied to tears and pampering. He now understood that there is such a thing as controlled love, manly love. As a matter of fact, he had himself had become more discrete in showing his feelings. He liked to be considered a serious, grown-up person. His closest friends, Alexandru Pălăgieșu and Constantin Boteanu were three or four years older than him.

When he completed the fourth grade and again brought the school report, Bologa thought it fit to say a few grave words to him, in the presence of Mrs. Bologa, all standing. After an introduction with Latin quotations, he recalled the memory of the ancestor killed on the revolving wheel at Alba Iulia, continuing with imposing voice: “From now on, my boy, you are a man. If necessary you’re up to earning your own bread. In entering the upper grades of the high school, your perspective shall broaden. You’ll understand much that is not plainly obvious, for life and a world teeming with perplexing secrets. Always strive to obtain the respect of other people and, above all, respect yourself. Therefore, let your soul speak through your thoughts, let your thoughts match your words, let your words match your deeds; only thus shall you obtain the right balance between your inner life and the outer one! As a man, do you do your duty and never forget that you are a Romanian!”

In the fifth grade, shortly before Christmas, during a lesson of mathematics, Apostol was summoned outside the classroom. Their horse-driver waited in the corridor, cap and whip in the hand.

“Well now, what is it, what’s up?” Apostol asked anxiously.

“All right, master, everything’s all right, except that last night lawyer Bologa died of a heart attack and your mother sent me to take you to the funeral.”

All the way to Parva, Apostol cried his heart out. The funeral was impressive. A thousand people accompanied the hearse to the grave and many sorrowful speeches were made. Then, for a few days after, Apostol stayed at home. He no longer cried, but sat for hours, frozen, in front of a photograph showing his father posed in a bold, menacing attitude. (It had been taken at Cluj, on his way back from prison). Up to then, he had been afraid of that picture. Now, he was conscience stricken. He felt questions all around, fluttering their black wings, but did dare not face them. He constantly felt he had not been able to appreciate him, remembering his stern advice, constantly afraid of something collapsing somewhere and he did not realize what it could be and where. Concerned about his grief, Mrs. Bologa, three days later, very gently and tenderly said to him: “Come, my darling. What can we do? It was God’s will.”

“Why?” Apostol suddenly asked with a blank look in his eyes.

His mother started to utter something, but he no longer understood her words. The very moment he asked the question, he felt an old structure suddenly collapse within his soul with a fearful tumult, an ancient building, its foundation as strong as the roots of an oak tree.

“I have lost the faith,” it flashed across his mind; he closed his eyes, as if trying to avoid the disaster. He had a very clear feeling of tumbling down into a bottomless abyss, unable to stop, unable to clutch at anything. This lasted only a moment, possibly less than that, leaving him with an awful terror in his heart, as if he were waking in the dead of night, alone, in a vast graveyard, not knowing which way to turn.
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He went back to Năsăud, quite bewildered, his soul tormented by doubt, certain of having lost his intended purpose in the world. For a while, he tried to re-build a new house out of the wreckage. He noticed, however, that below each stone stood a painful question without an answer. These useless endeavors, the excruciating pain, quickly wore him down. Yet, eventually, a desire to find definitive answers to all of the perplexing questions rose like a victorious standard.

After graduation, he spent the holidays in conferences and disagreements with his mother and the archpriest Groza; both of them remembered the heavenly vision of yore and wished to direct him toward the clerical profession. Apostol, however, wouldn’t hear of or think of theology. He was now nearly twenty, of medium height, very slim, with a broad mustache, a brow, long chestnut hair combed back; looking like those young men at the beginning of last century, ready to die for their heart’s desire. Much as his heart seethed with a terrific zest for life, the more his mind grappled with grave debate queries, physically affected when, in quest of an explanation, he collided against the mural obstacles of source and finality, the limits of human understanding. He had become almost a dreamer, with romantic inclinations, with stubborn decisions. With a slight shade of regret, Mrs. Bologa said that he was like his deceased father in character, a statement that was flattering to Apostol who the older he grew, the more he admired his father's sagacity and did his best at least to live up to his example. When he realized that opposition without arguments would not convince his mother, or even less archpriest Groza, he categorically declared that he had long ceased believing in God and could not, therefore, enter a career based on fraud. The archpriest was indignant and left without shaking hands; Mrs. Bologa wept incessantly for the whole week, imploring the Almighty to turn her son back on the right path.

It was Apostol’s long-standing decision to study philosophy. On hearing this, the archpriest’s indignation grew stronger; in order to break the obstinacy of her straying son, he advised Mrs. Bologa to cut off his financial means. The graduate became gloomy. For a few days on end he had long debates with his one and only friend in Parva, with Alexandru Pălăgieșu who had undergone notarial training, was now an apprentice, expecting the old notary public to retire and to take his place. As an outcome of the consultations, Apostol took a short trip to Năsăud, consulted his former host, as well as the school headmaster; the result was a petition addressed to the Ministry of Education, soliciting a state scholarship.

Three weeks later an answer came: he was granted a scholarship at a college in Budapest, which meant full board and lodging and, moreover, a few crowns a month as pocket money.

At the University, he had to face difficulties, both expected and unexpected. He vanquished them with impetuous enthusiasm. Within a few months, he learned Hungarian and German, so that he was congratulated after his first exam and invited to dine at the home of his philosophy professor, an old man, a poor man, and a nobleman. Ties were forged between master and student, much as those between a confessor and a righteous believer. A keen observer of the human spirit, the professor soon understood Apostol’s fretting mind and took a liking to him. It seemed to him that this young man, gnawed as he was by doubting to the very core of his being, was a typical representative of a generation which, having lost the faith in God, stubbornly, in a frenzy tries to find something outside man’s soul, a scientific god, deprived of secrets and unknown data, an absolute truth, concealing nothing behind it, encompassing and clarifying the very vacuum. The professor’s serenity and sympathy gradually calmed the student’s feverish ardor. During the first university holiday Apostol came home with a view of life which he explained all summer long to Alexandru Pălăgieșu, now notary public in Parva.

“Alone man is nothing by a worm,” the student said confidently, as if he had discovered the philosopher’s stone. “Just a passing flicker of consciousness. An organized collective body alone becomes a constructive force, my friend! Isolated, man is helpless, while within a collective body every effort finds its right place, contributing together to the value of each and every individual, just as communal activity of all collective bodies lifts up humanity, bringing it closer to God. Owing to the absence of organization, at least ninety per cent of work of the human mind is wasted. Just imagine the mental efforts of all men focused, by means of perfect organization, on the same aim. What then? How many people are there on this earth, today? Let’s say, two thousand million. Well now, if two thousand billion kilograms of grey matter would begin a common attack on the closed doors, do you think we would still face the unknown?”

“In other words, to put it into simple Romanian, we should do, what in fact we all do,” the notary said. “Do our own duty, to the state, that’s what you mean, isn’t it? That’s the very thing our laws say.”

“No, not the laws. Your conscience should dictate your duty, not the laws. There’s the great difference!” Apostol passionately started, demonstrating anew.

During the space of two years, in Budapest, he tested his view of life in every circumstance; and after every test, it seemed even better, more satisfying. But life in the capital town was unbearable. The noisy streets, the selfishness of people, the mechanization of life, all irritated him. He hungered for refinement and education of the spirit, and this did not seem attainable within dense crowds of people. In the midst of nature, he felt free and closet to the heart of the humanity. In spare moments, he would leave town.

The hilly country around Budapest he knew as well as he did the countryside surrounding Parva. It was only in coming home that he realized that he had shaped his life according to a pattern that was not appreciated here, not in the least. In Parva, his view of life was reeling and efforts were necessary to stop the wreckage. Here, the State was looked upon as an enemy. It was only during the third holiday that he found a satisfactory argument, in a discussion with barrister Domșa who, after old Mr. Bologa’s death, had made a fortune in Parva.

“I don’t say our state is a good one!” Bologa exclaimed with sudden inspiration. “By no means. But, as long as it exists, we must do our own duty. Give me a better state and I’ll agree. Otherwise we’ll slip into anarchy, Mr. Domșa! In life, we must go by realities, not by mere wishes!”

Barrister Domșa was fond of him and foretold a brilliant future for him as, in fact, all intelligentsia in Parva, as well as those in Năsăud. The world went that Apostol was the pet student of the faculty and that he was sure to become a university professor. Domșa therefore somewhat curried his favor, hoping to draw his attention to Miss Martha, a girl some seventeen years old, lovely and pert as no other in the Someș valley, provided moreover with a handsome dowry, she being Mr. Domșa’s only offspring.

One fine day, desirous to continue their discussion, Apostol paid a visit to the barrister. He waited half an hour talking to the young lady about all and sundry, constantly hoping that Domșa would be back. The next day, he came again and spent another half hour with Martha; then every day, at the same time, for a whole week, even more pleased that the barrister was out. One week later he radiantly said to Mrs. Bologa: “You know, mother, I intend to get engaged to Domșa’s daughter!”

Mrs. Bologa was stunned. Martha seemed to her too coquettish and light-minded. A young woman brought up as chance would have it (Mrs. Domșa had been dead some four years) could be no suitable wife for Apostol. She tried to object. Again, she appealed to archpriest Groza for help. It was all in vain. The engagement was concluded, unostentatiously, within the family, it being settled that the wedding would be celebrated on Apostol’s concluding his studies, one or two years from then.

Soon after the engagement, a Lieutenant of the Imperial Light Infantry, the son of a Hungarian magistrate, arrived in Parva; very arrogant and conceited he was. Apostol looked upon him in contempt, considering him shallow-minded and worthless, while Martha thought he was interesting and pleasant. The following Sunday, the philanthropic ball took place. Though no great dancer, Apostol furiously danced that night, so as not to let the newcomer show him up. The Lieutenant, however, danced moderately, with some three young women, among them Martha. On her face, Apostol then saw pride hardly concealed and joy.

Three days later, the heart of the betrothed young man was chocked full of bitterness. He felt miserable and he thought of suicide. He felt certain that Martha preferred the dashing uniform and shining spurs, while he was only a widow’s son who had not even done his military service. In a fit of depression, he considered forgoing the favor of the military law, and to come home in one year’s time, in an officer’s tunic, to show Martha that he was the equal of that other fellow. By no means would he accept to be deprived of Martha’s love. Such as she was, he loved her all the more. If she was unable to stand up to him, he would step down to her. But Martha was to love him and him alone.

Then rumors of the war were afloat and, one fine day, the Lieutenant had to curtail his leave and join his regiment in great haste. The following day, Apostol, feeling triumphant, called on Martha. Yet when the Lieutenant was mentioned, Martha spoke with pensive eyes. “A likable fellow! He’s now going to be a hero.” Apostol instantly changed color. He decided to break off the engagement, openly recognizing that his mother had been right and to see to his books. But this would be cowardly. Were he to surrender in his first collision with life’s trials, then what about the future?

Then, over and above his personal trials, the war broke out. His view of life, raised and repaired over the past three years of weighing and contemplating, was shaken to its foundations. The war had never entered the picture of his view of life. However, a decision was now necessary. He talked things over with Pălăgieșu, reaching no conclusion. Pălăgieșu categorically maintained that we should all do our duty to the homeland. This, however, was the opinion of the state’s representative, hence superimposed. not springing out of the free conviction. In his heart of hearts, Apostol considered that the best possible thing to do would be to ignore the war as being something abnormal. Still, what if we were summoned to join the forces, the very next day?

“My dear son,” Mrs. Bologa anxiously spoke, “if you had only taken our advice and studied theology, you’d be a priest today and this war of theirs would be no headache of yours. Whereas now, it’s in God’s hands.”

By way of trying himself more than anything else, Apostol replied: “One of these days, I, too, shall join the military to do my duty.”

Scared and indignant, Mrs. Bologa questioned him: “Imperil your own life? For whom and for what?”

“For the homeland,” the student murmured with a vague smile.

“We have no homeland,” his mother then indignantly shouted. “This is no homeland. Rather, let the Russian horses trample it under foot!”

She sent for archpriest Groza forthwith and they both tried to banish these rash thoughts from his mind. Apostol’s hesitation was squirming within him. He walked out into the street, quite dazed and found himself in Domșa’s.

“What, you? Our hope? Fight for the Hungarians who fight us? When you have a homeland like ours, you have no obligation to worry about your duty to it; nay, on the contrary I should say.”

“The idea, however,” Apostol put in without conviction.

“The idea? When a man’s life is at stake, confound all ideas. We have to wait, son! Our watchword must be: reserve.”

“Reticence means passivity, and passivity is worse than death.”

“Passivity keeps hopes intact, while activity is, at present, equal to annihilation.”

Apostol was silent. A conviction that he should not join had taken shape in his heart. But there was no time to say anything to Domșa for Martha was suddenly with him, just back from a visit to a friend. As usual, the barrister left them by themselves.

“Everyone is going to the war,” Martha said.

In her eyes, in her voice, Apostol felt a strange tremor. Martha was thinking of the other one. They sat talking for an hour and all this time Apostol saw his betrothed like a stranger; he understood, however, that he could win her whole heart by a single gesture. He hesitated a whole hour, then, on leaving, he looked deep into her eyes and said firmly: “The day after tomorrow I’ll go to war!”

Martha had a smile of disbelief, but only for a moment. The next moment, her smile radiated and her cheeks flushed, her eyes glowed with pride, then with a passionate movement, she embraced Apostol and kissed his lips. And, in that kiss, Apostol sucked in his victory.

On the third day, he went to Cluj and reported to the recruiting station where a lank colonel warmly congratulated him. When he put on the uniform and looked at himself in the mirror, he hardly recognized himself, so martial he seemed to have become. As a matter of fact, the town was seething with contagious enthusiasm. On the sidewalks, in the coffee-houses, at the University, and everywhere, people were heedful as if the war had saved them from some terrible danger or had promised heavenly happiness. In this atmosphere, the last remnants of hesitation melted like wax drops. He felt proud and happy in the stylish artillery uniform and stiffly saluted all the military men he met, deeply convinced that his was part of his duty to the homeland.

He spent two months in the artillery training school, then he was sent to the front. Afterwards, he was promoted as an officer; he was once wounded slightly, a second time seriously, so that he had to spend two months in hospital and one month on leave at home. He was medaled three times and promoted to Lieutenant, all within the space of two years. War was now pre-eminent in his view of life, whereas before he had wished to eliminate it. He now thought that the war was the real source of life and the most effective element of selection. It is only when facing death that a man understands the value of life and the danger only hardens and fortifies his soul. Then he was a member of the Court Martial that tried Svoboda. Then came the gallows, and the convict’s eyes, and the Romanian song of the orderly, like an omnipresent reproach.

III

“Lieutenant, sir, it’s late, supper time.” Apostol Bologa opened his eyes, quite bewildered. By the bedside, the orderly was gently mumbling the same words, like an old woman working spells.

“What is it, Petre? Have I been asleep?” the Lieutenant asked, jumping to his feet with a quick look at his wrist watch. There now, I’m late for the evening meal; and you’re the one to blame because I never know your whereabouts, instead of you being here to help me.

While chiding Petre, he was quite aware that he was trying to escape the memories that haunted him, that he feared like unforgiving pangs of conscience. Going out in a hurry he couldn’t find his helmet and mumbled: “Raise that wick, will you, it’s as if we were in a vault.”

￼[image: Picture 12]

The orderly picked up the letter lying by the lamp and handed to him: “It came at noon, but with all this confusion...”

Apostol took the letter, read the address, and stood a few moments staring at Petre, as if he dared not read it.

“There, I’m afraid of my own mother’s handwriting,” he thought bitterly. “Such a coward I have become, owing to the execution of a traitor!”
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“Draw the stool away!” the sergeant again whispered.

Bewildered, the corporal snatched the stool under the convicts feel...
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Under the ashy autumnal sky, looking like a gigantic steam covered glass bell...
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He was medaled three times and promoted to lieutenant,
all within the space of two years.
War was now pre-eminent tn his view of life...
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“Why?” Apostol suddenly asked with a blank look in his eyes.
Hus mother started to ulter something, but he no longer understood her words.










