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nationalism will be interpreted correctly. Thus, it will be possible to build a better future for mankind.
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Introduction

As the title indicates, this study is a biography of Nicolae Iorga, not the last word. Perhaps it is more inclusive than previous studies about his life; it is certainly more inclusive than anything written about Iorga in English or other languages of international circulation.

I undertook the task of writing Iorga’s biography, I had to confront the 1,200 books and 20,000 articles written by him, and consider not only Iorga the historian, the politician, the journalist, the literary critic, the playwright, writer, poet, and linguist, but also Iorga the orator, the teacher, and last, but not least, Iorga the human being. I was overwhelmed. The immensity of this titan, this truly Goethean “Tatmensch” made it clear to me that I could use only Rembrantian methods: to paint the picture, and throw light on the important action within the whole tableau. I can only hope that I have succeeded to some degree.

I undertook this project because, up to now, there seems to be a lacuna about Iorga’s life as a whole and, as Vasile Râpeanu correctly observed, Iorga’s life can only be considered as a whole, in its entirety. I hope that my work will help to fill this gap.

My study touches on a sensitive subject: nationalism in general, and Romanian nationalism (as well as Balkan nationalism) in particular. Iorga’s life is inseparable from it. This is a sensitive issue, because — according to some present-day intellectuals — nationalism is only “a passing phase of adolescence.” In the vocabulary of these intellectuals, the nation belongs to “nationalists,” that is to extremist radicals.

I do not believe this to be true. Nationalism is often exaggerated, but one must not dismiss it or condemn it outright, despite its sometimes tragic implications, especially in the Balkans. I have tried to explain nationalism in Southeastern Europe with some understanding — even sympathy. Following the course of Iorga’s life and work, I tried to rectify some erroneous concepts about nationalism in general, and Iorga’s nationalism in particular. Like Iorga, I believe that national feelings are natural manifestations of human nature. Like Iorga, I believe that there is a nationalism which is compatible with humanity, and there is a nationalism which is not. Iorga was murdered by such nationalists.

Nevertheless, the key to the history of the region (and, perhaps, of the world as a whole) remains centered around national identity. This is not only true in Romania, as Iorga’s life demonstrates, but, as the last decade of the twentieth century has proven, also in six or seven countries of the former Eastern Bloc, in the former Soviet Union, and elsewhere.

I do not wish anyone to become teary-eyed about the abuses of nationalist extremists, whose nationalism is incompatible with humanity. Still, I hope that my study will encourage other historians to investigate further the life and work of Iorga, and nationalism in the region so that it can be better understood.

When considering Iorga’s biography, one should keep in mind that for 50 years (1890-1940) his life was interwoven with Romanian history. Thus, I had to discuss this history at considerable length.

I was the first Westerner to have had access to numerous primary sources, including Iorga’s correspondence, interviews with his family, and family archives. In addition, I also conducted personal interviews with many people who knew him (including the Romanian Iron Guardists who murdered him).

I have also included some materials relevant to the present tragedy in the Balkans. This is because the importance of Iorga’s life in our days is that he was a nationalist historian-politician, deeply rooted in Balkan tradition. One should approach the twenty-first century with a comprehension of the past.



Nicolae Iorga
A Biography

It was the spring of 1932. The unfortunate Prime-Ministership of Nicolae Iorga was nearing its end. He was sitting on the porch of his home in Vălenii-de-Munte, silently looking into the sunset, with the peaks of the Transylvanian Alps, the Carpathians, shimmering in the distance. The son of his faithful political lieutenant, Professor Dimitrie Munteanu-Râmnic, a distant relative, then in his late teens, was at his side. Everything around them submerged in the solemn silence of sunset, so characteristic of rural Romania in the spring.

Suddenly, he turned to the young man: “Frasine, what do people think of me?” The youngster was taken aback by the unexpected confidence of Professor Iorga; even more by the question. He did not wish to risk too great a familiarity, nor was he anxious to answer the question. Iorga understood this, but did not relent, “Hai, dragă!” (“Come on, dear one!”), don’t hesitate — give me a frank answer! What do people think of me?” The young man finally answered, timidly: “Well, people say you should have remained the great historian you are and never gotten mixed up in politics.”

Iorga’s answer erupted instantly: “But then I would have deserted the cause! I would have become a traitor!”

—Mr. Frasin Munteanu-Râmnic,
former curator of the Iorga Museum at Vălenii-de-Munte, 
to the author in 1983
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Chapter I
Nationalism and the Writing of History

“The historian is a social phenomenon, both the product and the conscious or unconscious spokesman of the society to which he belongs. It is in this capacity that he approaches the historical facts.”

—E.H. Carr, What Is History?

“The new times are here again...,” the Serbian writer A. Beljak commented recently, adding: “We just plain have no luck.” From 1914 to our days, the Balkans (and Europe) have traveled full cycle: from Sarajevo back to Sarajevo. The writing of history is hardly static, and there is no last word, even where nationalist passions are less paramount than in East Central Europe. If Carr is right, widespread changes in the writing of history are in order from one generation to another. We call these changes revisionism; an inadequate term, even if history has a penchant for it.

Considering the spectacular changes in East Central Europe since 1989, there is little doubt that there will be formidable revisions in writing the history of the region. Much of it will be inspired by nationalist passion.

We are witnessing the rebirth and return of the revenge of nations in this region. Today, it is fashionable to read the headlines this way. But revenge, return, and rebirth rarely bring about resurrection. The national rebirths of our days take place against a different background than those after 1914.

Nothing of the legacy of the French Revolution is so fateful as nationalism, which during the nineteenth and the first half of the twentieth centuries created a school of nationalist history-writing. There have been two types of nationalist historians: those of the great powers (in the West and in Russia), who have often attempted to lend moral or ideological support to expansion — or to justify absolutism and expansion with Messianism, and those of small countries like those in Central Europe and the Balkans.

The role of the nationalist historian in the Balkans and in Central Europe was different from those of the great powers. The small nations, at the focal point of three supernational empires (Ottoman, Hapsburg, and Russian), lacked strength to assert their claims (just or otherwise). Therefore, historical arguments became very important in this region, making up for the lack of military force.

Dimitrije ‘has pointed out that “Two factors determine the relationship between historians and politics in the Balkans: the role which historiography performed in modern nationalism, and the part which the fairly thin layer of intelligentsia played in the public and political lives of Balkan peoples. From the eighteenth century on, the national (political; renaissance of Balkan society found its ideological foundations in historical works and writings. In contrast to the Enlightenment in Western Europe, a similar movement in the Balkans was based on history. Its function was to legitimize the revolutionary birth of nineteenth century Balkan national societies, to reveal to them their perspectives, and to justify the aggressiveness of the young nationalists. It was by way of history these links were established between the past and the present, between the historian and the politician.

The second factor which stimulated the historian’s role in politics was the prestige which scholars enjoyed among the Balkan public. In a predominantly peasant society, where the far from numerous intelligentsia was still in the early stages of development, the word science had a mystical, even magical resonance. Scientific was eo ipso genuine: the scholar was considered the apostle of Truth.”1 These factors all too often predestined the historian for a political role.

Nicolae Iorga placed, in his evocative way, these words into the mouth of that champion of small nations, Edgar Quinet: “Whenever I raised my voice, I tried to speak up for the cause of weak nations — or those nations hoping for resurrection. True, I died with such words on my lips. But I am now buried in Italy, in Venice, in Poland, and with the Hungarians and Romanians. If there will be talk about my fatherland or my resting place, people of good faith should remember me so....”2

Although Iorga idealized (with this interpretation) the rebirth of the nation, his words were not devoid of a romantic nationalist reality. Such sentiments are deeply embedded in the psyche of the region, and almost always present in the writing of nationalist historians.

What is nationalist history? Are there distinctions between nationalist histories? Above all, should a historian engage in politics?

Until the nineteenth century, history was a private affair; but soon it became a prestigious discipline due to Leopold von Ranke’s historical methodology, strongly supported by biological theories of evolution. According to him, the study of history could determine sound political judgment.3  The state made documents available to the historian, who, in his turn, supplied the government with answers. Today such roles have been taken over by economists or social scientists.

Under such circumstances, can the historian remain faithful to scholarly impartiality (in Ranke’s sense)? Or, should he remain in his Ivory tower? Goethe told Eckermann, “One is always unjust in deeds; justice belongs to the observer.” This would be inconceivable for nationalists in East Central Europe, and an anathema to the nationalist historian.

Ranke founded in the West the scientific impartiality of historical studies (as he said, to present history me wie es gewsen ist). Yet, reading him, one feels his admiration for the Hohenzollerns and Prussian institutions, their sense of duty and incorruptibility, creating the great Prussian state out of nothing. Ranke’s history of the Reformation portrays Luther as a German national hero.

Jules Michelet was the best the French spirit could offer, but he was no politician, rather “a poet of history.” Much less attractive are the historian-politicians A. Thiers and E. Guizot. The ideals they espoused seemed to have little relation to their policies. Historical erudition seemed encourage their arrogance and contempt for their own nation and humanity, and often to serve their personal ambitions.

In the United States, Henry Adams, John Fiske, and especially George Bancroft did not hide their nationalism. Critical reception of Bancroft’s position has changed drastically.4 T.B. Macaulay rhapsodized about the British Empire and people, their achievements, sciences, arts, and political institutions, past and present.5

In Germany, there were also aggressive nationalist historians like Heinrich von Treitschke and his followers. Maybe his history of Germany during the nineteenth century is more a literary work than a historical yet it had great influence. Cles, the founder of the ultra-chauvinistic Pan-German League, attended Treitschke’s lectures. So did Admiral A. von Tirpitz. (Like Admiral A.T. Mahan, he had close relations with George Bancroft and his school of thought.) N.M. Karamzin, who worked in Russia before the arrival of nationalist historiography there, justified the unlimited arbitrary power of the Russian autocrat. His arguments were based on Russian history.

These historians participated little in the politics of their countries, yet their lectures and writings exerted a powerful influence. Their Delphic and oracular predictions, along with reasoned justifications showed the way for statesmen. During wartime, they cheered the decisions of their leaders, emphasizing the past. They were inclined to justify conquests of the past or of the future. Often these moral and intellectual justifications were disguised ambitions. Statesmen welcomed these underpinnings.

Where does this leave historical objectivity? Tacitus wished to write history “without fear or favor.” Ranke followed him by writing history wie es gewesen ist. We see a different situation in East Central Europe and Romania. On the crossroads of the German, Austrian, and Russian military monarchies, this “no man’s land” is part of Europe only geographically. Some intellectuals refer to it contemptuously as the “dark side of Europe” (which, like the moon’s dark side, is never seen). True, there was as much in common Dutch or a Danish village and the unsanitary villages of Poland or Moldavia, as there is between Oxford and the Gobi Desert. In this unfortunate end of Europe, the historian had another role — that of justifying conquests. As Nicolae Iorga saw it in extremis: “We demand life for ourselves!” 6 This presents contrasts to Admiral Mahan’s sense of Manifest Destiny, to the British superiority presented by Macaulay (or Rudyard Kipling), or to the German idea of an den deutschen Wesen, soll die WeIt gensen. There is no “Austrian Mission” here as proposed by Austrian historians. Not even the mission civilisatrice of the French, or Russian Messianism, always the moral justification of Russian expansionism.

This area is different from the West culturally. Dr. Samuel Johnson would hardly make sense for historians here, neither would Descartes, nor even Voltaire. Under the compulsions mentioned, for a major historian not to assume a political role, to withdraw into an Ivory Tower for the sake of abstract objectivity would often have been tantamount to treason. Did Iorga want a choice? Did he have a choice?

The Enlightenment led to the French Revolution, to liberty, equality, and fraternity. But another idea also emerged: nationalism. After the Napoleonic wars, which acquainted the rest of Europe with it, a disillusioned West embraced Romanticism. Romanticism has two aspects: the reactionary one, a disillusionment with Napoleon’s more geometrico. Europe rediscovered the Middle Ages; the romantic medieval “alliance between throne and altar.” But something else was emerging: finding in Romanticism an ally. Nationalist historians, especially in small nations, inspired by Romanticism, scoured the archives and, studying old parchments, discovered the past, the forgotten greatness of their nations. This rediscovered past greatness became a battle cry in the struggle to resurrect it. In this period, Romanticism, democracy, and nationalism became inseparable. This was the “Vormärz spirit” in Germany. Elsewhere in the West, the nationalism of Giuseppe Mazzini and Jules Michelet exalted their nations. Michelet’s lectures inspired a whole generation from Adam Mizkiewicz to the generation that would achieve Romanian independence: Brătianu the Elder, Nicolae Bălcescu, and others.

The paramount need for national self-assertion was expressed by Bălcescu, the Romanian revolutionary democrat and historian-politician: “The question of nationality is more important than liberty. Liberty, when lost, can be easily recovered, but not nationality.” Another great twentieth century nationalist, the historian-politician Charles De Gaulle (who taught, wrote, but mostly made history), was the type of leader about whom Corneille would say: “Our destinies are an open book for him.” While a professor of history at the Military Academy of Saint-Cyr, he defined the role of the nation: “All human activity is ordered around the nation. The nation, shaped by history, is the supreme collective, armed by the state, with roots on a certain territory, molded by common interest, inspired by its heroes. Nothing can prevail against the force of the nation rising out of the depths of the ages, a force as elemental as it is tangible.”

Both De Gaulle and Iorga would feel at ease nowadays. Iorga always considered the Soviet Union “...a nationalist hegemony with social pretensions,” and did not believe it could long endure in the face of the only true reality: the nation. De Gaulle treated communism with equal disdain, considering it a bright but transitory tinsel, a pretense for imperial hegemony. And the mighty communist superpower broke apart, along the lines of its real components: national and religious ones. As De Gaulle predicted, Germany was reunited. East Central Europe is free, and the road is open for a “Europe from the Atlantic to the Urals.”

Neither De Gaulle nor Iorga believed in a “melting-pot” of a European nation, least of all in a supernational Aeropagus. Both of them instead looked forward to a “Spring of Nations.”7

But the Spring of Nations in 1848 was a failure. Realism, Bismarck, and Marx followed Schiller and Heine. Yet, Italy was united with the help of Romantic nationalism. Germany would be united, not by Romanticism, but by “iron and blood” through the Realpolitik of Bismarck. Nevertheless, in the new German Empire, nationalist historiography would rise through Heinrich von Treitschke and German historians who followed in Treitschke’s footsteps: Max Lenz, Gustav Schmoller, Dietrich Schaffer, Hans Delbruck, and others.

Romantic nationalism arrived in East Central Europe in the first half of the nineteenth century, and rose to prominence during that century’s second half, when it was over in the West. It would bring a tremendous nationalist sentiment, which would become a more fundamental feature of life here than in Western Europe, proving itself, thanks to geopolitics (and the meddling of the Great Powers), a highly combustible substance. This nationalism challenged the three supernational empires, crushing two (the Hapsburg and the Ottoman empires), and administering a temporary setback to the third — the Russian Empire. But Russia under Stalin managed to establish a tough nationalist dictatorship and modernized their military and police forces to reestablish their “national hegemony with social pretensions.”

After the Second World War, East Central Europe became the defense perimeter of the Soviet superpower, and for almost half a century was directed by a sort of Monroe Doctrine from Moscow.

Yet, nationalism was by no means dead here. The Soviets had to act more than once to crush it. Finally, the historic year 1989 proved the Gaullist maxim: “No nation can be ruled against the will of the majority forever.” But the Soviets acted for half a century as a kind of a refrigerator here, freezing political, social, and cultural evolution. They left post-Second World War problems unresolved, and they accumulated deep economic and social frustrations. But let us not forget that already in 1948 the communist monolith foundered on Tito’s nationalism.

Today we are witnessing a tragic, bloody spectacle in the former Soviet Union and Yugoslavia. But this is not the fault of democratization, rather the consequence of the failure of communism. 

The liberty of a citizen is unimaginable without the self-determination of the collective. Such self-determination is called: Independence. Those who fancied a democratic revival without a national rebirth were dreaming of sunshine without warmth, or dry water. When considering the present upheaval in Eastern and Southeastern Europe, there is no reason for astonishment: these disorders signal the return of life and liberty.

Lenin, an enlightened true internationalist and a realist, considered nations, as he put it, “stubborn facts.” He did not like them (perhaps he did not really understand them), but he recognized their existence and learned to live with the nation.

At present many intellectuals consider the nation the domain of the “nationalists.” These revisionist schools of thought try to enter even into historiography, rejecting the importance of national characteristics.8 They forget the difference between chauvinism and being aware of national characteristics. As a consequence of the excesses of certain racial nationalisms during the twentieth century, some intellectuals disregard and disparage these realities, refusing to differentiate between different national aspirations, and they belittle the existence of national (that is, cultural) differences. Yet, in historical writing, such tendencies, together with the ubiquitous ideologues and bureaucrats, cannot obscure national differences, even with the aid of their appalling ignorance of geography and history. They try to establish a pattern of academic (and bureaucratic) thinking which dismisses national characteristics as a reactionary nineteenth century myth.

Such tendencies were (not surprisingly) present at the fiftieth anniversary of the defeat of the most malignant nationalism of all, German Naziism. An editorial in Time magazine made an interesting comment: the tendencies responsible for Naziism were “nationalistic war whoops, the egotism and sentimentality of nineteenth century European romanticism, having found its deadly end in Naziism and Fascism.”9

Such an analysis is, in our days, not particularly helpful. National characteristics will not disappear regardless of how much some intellectuals, situated comfortably (sometimes arrogantly) in their Ivory Towers, would wish for it.10 The most formidable and deepest boundaries are not marked on the map; they are not rivers or mountain ranges. These boundaries exist between nations and cultures. Such a global condemnation of nationalism — instead of a selective, pondered analysis — attacks the whole world.

With immense respect, this author asks: is any intellectual compromise possible? Could intellectuals elaborate a nationalism that is compatible with humanity? One should not think of becoming conscious of one’s national characteristics as a passing phase, like adolescence, for example. The manifestations of nationalism are often quite objectionable, especially in East Central Europe. But, above all, these national feelings demand an understanding.

Since the reawakening nations try now to find their way, one should offer them credible acceptance into the framework of European solidarity. One should assist them in every possible way, above all, to help them turn their attention from their detested neighbor; to help them look to the West instead, which will have to assume a heavy responsibility, to become the (imperfect) model. Joseph De Maestre said that “the nation is a convenient concept — one can make out of it anything (one wishes).” Those modern statesmen who did not “make something out of it” did not achieve much.

Working out an answer to the realities of national sentiments on the one hand, and humanity on the other, is like walking a tightrope, and there will be pitfalls along the way. But it is not too late. Many past (and future) mistakes can be avoided or rectified. But first, one must accept a reconciliation with reality. Events in Yugoslavia should be a warning. As the pacifist Serbian writer Mirko Kovac (La vie de Malvina Trifkovic) cried out in despair: “Here (in Yugoslavia) nationalism has turned into an ideology. Because of that, it cannot be considered a national feeling anymore!...” What Mirko Kovac said is true about the whole region. Is there an answer?

Nicolae Iorga’s life and his activities — up to his tragic end — were an attempt to find an answer to this dilemma. Did he fail because of the times in which he lived? Or because of his personal inadequacies as a politician? Is there any way to assimilate nationalism with humanity?

Nationalism, like socialism, capitalism, and fascism, was born in Europe. From there, it found its way to the rest of the world. During the Cold War, many people feared a nuclear Munich. Nowadays there is a much greater chance of danger from an inadvertent Sarajevo (possibly a nuclear one) because of the non-recognition of the identity of a nation.11 But before we turn to the nationalist historian-politician of East Central Europe, let us say some words about this confused region between German and Russian imperialism and the Hapsburg Empire (the ally of German ambitions, opposing Russian policies). Bismarck put it fittingly: “if the Hapsburg Empire did not exist, one would have to invent it.” What he meant was that it was needed for a balance of power favorable to the Reich. Hugh Seton-Watson called this area the “middle zone,” and this author referred to it as the “No Man’s Land of Europe.” A torturous history created here a world very different from the West, both in form and content. There we see clearly defined nation-states, with few insoluble problems. But here, on roughly 570,000 square miles (little more than twice the size of France, with its unitary political, ethnic, and religion structure, and its secure national identity, in addition to its stable borders we find a conglomeration of two dozen national identities of more than one hundred million people, and every subdivision of Christianity, Islam, and Judaism.

These nation-states are the relatively recent product of the disintegration of the Hapsburg, Ottoman and Russian Empires. All these peoples have a tragic past and a menacing present. They all have had tragic histories of lost freedom, submerged identities, massacres, and shifting boundaries. Many people will consider the drama of this region — as Mircea Eliade did — a “historical fatality.” But, then, some people show more interest for the sense of history than they do for history’s weight. If in the West one Alsace-Lorraine problem was a burden, the “No Man’s Land” is confronted with at least a dozen such disputes of an equal or greater magnitude. After the rise of nationalism, here the nation was to become the only reality, in the sense De Gaulle has defined it.

National rights and demands of these little nations are often based on history. But in these arguments we find very little similarity to those of a Macaulay or Manifest Destiny. The Slavophile V. Soloviev said: “History is a witness; when history takes the witness stand, its deposition is decisive during the process when there is litigation between nations.” Iorga commented: “No wonder there are people who try to corrupt such an important witness.” Another expert on the history of the “No Man’s Land,” Robert Lee Wolff observed that “In the Balkans, medieval data accumulated by scholars are often regarded as providing strong arguments for the settlement of present-day controversies.”12 Thus, historians not only interpreted their findings had to influence — oracularly, one almost thinks – the present and the future as well. It was proper for historians to assume a political role. Therefore, we find here a phenomenon not paralleled in the West: the emergence of the historian who became a politician in his own right.

In Bohemia, Frantisek Palacky (with his history of Jan Hus), more than anyone else championed Czech nationalism. His political role is known. J. Rački’s role was as important in the Croat Preporod as Ludjevit Gaj’s. The Serbians had their venerable historian-politician in Slobodan Jovanović. Hungary had its share of historian-politicians: Mihály Horváth, Gyula Szegfü, and Bálint Hóman. After 1989, so many historians entered politics and the foreign service that some Hungarians began to speak about a “Dictatorship of History Professors...” Poland has Oskar Halecki. In Austria, H. Redlich and H. Friedjung defended the “Austrian Mission.” In Bulgaria, Father Paisie’s and Father Sophroni’s role does not equal that of the “Apostles,” yet their part was important in searching the holdings of Mount Athos about the Bulgarian past and championing the vernacular. And there was the ill-fated World War II Prime Minister, the archeologist B. Filov. 

Of all these nations, no country produced so many historian-politicians as Romania did. Perhaps, no nationalism was so frustrated as Romanian nationalism was and is.13 Romania has Nicolae Bălcescu, Mihail Kogălniceanu, Titu Maiorescu, Gheorghe Brătianu, even the communists had their own historian-politician: Lucrețiu Pătrășcanu. Without doubt the greatest among them was Nicolae Iorga. He was the historian-politician, “par excellence,” not only for Romania, but for the whole “No Man’s Land.”

Iorga was the first intellectual of international stature of the newly-independent Romanian state. Romanians always mention him together with the poet laureate Mihai Eminescu, the composer George Enescu, and the sculptor Constantin Brâncuși as the bearers of Romanian culture. None of the historian-politicians mentioned before could match Iorga’s stature as a historian or an intellectual, nor his commitment to romantic nationalism. Nor could other historian-politicians match his determination to carry his ideals over into practical politics.14 He represented the most extraordinary mind ever given to the Romanian nation. The greatness of Iorga originated from his talents; but the source of his proverbial energy, turning into a Goethean Tatmensch, was fueled by his nationalism. He was a figure larger than life. During his life, his genius was reflected in many activities. He went through many changes, but there was one unbroken consistency: he remained faithful to Romania, and tried to serve his nation unselfishly. One must consider his activities as a whole. But this is not an easy task: about 1,200 volumes and 20,000 articles comprise Nicolae Iorga’s oeuvre; he was a prolific political journalist and pamphleteer; a playwright, essayist, a poet, a militant literary historian and critic; an orator, a linguist, and a memorialist; also a first-rare university professor, mesmerizing his audiences. Then, there are his political activities, lectures, extensive travels, and the volumes of his travel descriptions.

To paint an integral picture of an almost superhuman phenomenon is difficult. One can only hope to achieve proper discretion, trying to paint the picture in a Rembrandtian fashion, presenting the whole picture as a backdrop, and trying to throw the light on what he considers important.

One of Iorga’s detractors, George Călinescu, said that “(Iorga’s) activities in their cumulative sense seem to be great, yet, in details, each one of his activities is of minor significance.”15 To begin, we must turn Călinescu’s maxim on its head. One can criticize some of Iorga’s activities in detail, but cannot deny the overall greatness of Iorga’s accomplishments. Between 1890 and 1940 Iorga’s life and events in Romania were interwoven and inseparable. So his political, cultural, literary, and intellectual role must be considered. It would be perhaps impossible for Iorga to remain consistently wise through the hundreds of thousands, of pages he produced, being at the focal point of a turbulent history. In the final balance, he seems to be one of the last representatives of the nineteenth century, in the spirit of 1848, and the type we shall analyze later: the East European intellectual. And this is a cause for sadness: Iorga was, as he so often and so proudly affirmed, a “man of the nineteenth century.”16 Somerset Maugham wrote somewhere: “Sometimes a man survives a considerable time from an era in which he had his place into one of which is strange to him, and then the curious are offered one of the most singular spectacles in the human comedy.” In the last decade of his life, Iorga offered such a spectacle many times. They used to refer to him as the “Apostle;” at other times as “the teacher of the nation.” Ultimately this nineteenth century nationalist-intellectual found his bloody doom at the hands of those who were very much twentieth century nationalists.

Nationalism is often misunderstood because there are two kinds. One is backward nationalism, like the one in the Athens of antiquity, or during the Middle Ages, where belonging depended on race or heredity. The other nation, the progressive one, emerged from the French Revolution. It was based on a voluntary adherence to a commonwealth: a nation of choice. Those who confuse these two nations confuse the France of Deroulède and of the Action Française with that of Valmy; Vichy with De Gaulle; Heine with Hitler; Mazzini with Mussolini; the Legion with Iorga; and chauvinism (or racism) with nationalism.

These differences were one of the major issues of the Second World War. These concepts are as incompatible as barbarism is with civilization, as the “mores’’ of the Teutonic “Urwald” are with our Bill of Rights. A Gaullist, Mme. Germaine Tillon said: “A Frenchman is one who wishes to become one.” And Iorga said (about Jewish assimilation): “In Romania only those will remain strangers who wish to remain so.”

E.H. Carr said: “Before you study a historian, study his historical and social environment.” The origins of the Romanians were laid out by A.D. Xenopol, and later by Iorga and other historians. According to them, a continuity can be identified from the Geto-Dacians, throng the Romans, to the Romanians of today. This continuity is especially relevant in Transylvania.

This claim brought forth Hungarian, Russian, and even Bulgarian counterclaims that the Romanians were not present in Transylvania, or for that matter, in present-day Romania, before the twelfth century. Rather, they infiltrated Transylvania (and the area) during the twelfth and thirteenth centuries, as semi-nomadic shepherds. Many Western historians accept a continuous Latin presence here.

The modern answer is based less on the historical arguments than on linguistic and ethnic homogeneity and the right of self-determination. It was Iorga more than anyone else who tried to give to Romania powerful historical arguments in addition to the obvious right of self-determination.

During the great migrations, nearly a dozen barbarian hordes swept over this area. The Romanians also had contact with the Byzantine Greeks, yet they preserved much of their Latin character. Then the Hungarians moved into the mountainous Romanian stronghold of Transylvania: the Romanians saw them and survived. Around the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries, the waves of barbarian hordes subsided, and two Romanian principalities arose: Wallachia and Moldavia (which included Bessarabia and Bucovina).

The Romanians became Christians early on. Because of geography, they adopted Christianity from Byzantium, becoming the only Latins not of the Latin Christian rite. Once Constantinople fell, many Byzantine Greeks fled to the Romanian Principalities, which, coming to terms with the Turks, preserved a degree of independence. The Romanian principalities fought the Turks, but seeing the odds, Wallachia, and later Moldavia, accepted Turkish suzerainty. They were treated more advantageously than any other Balkan country. The Romanians were considered allies under Turkish suzerainty rather than conquered territories. With no protective power to defend them, the Romanians were realists. This does not mean that they liked the Turks; whenever there was a chance, they asserted themselves. Nobody did that so successfully as the mighty prince, Michael the Brave, who established his power over Transylvania, uniting Wallachia and Moldavia with it. Ever since, he became a symbol for those who still believed in a better future for the Romanian nation. But as soon as he departed the scene, his achievement fell apart.

By the end of the seventeenth century, the Ottoman Empire was in decline two great powers appeared on the boundaries of the Romanian Principalities: Austria, which acquired Transylvania, and the Banat. More fateful for Romania was the arrival of Peter the Great. The long series of Russian-Turkish wars started. The Ottoman Empire considered the Romanian Principalities a periphery; for the ever-expanding Russian Empire, it became a roadblock. Their ambitions would cross the Romanian lands. When Peter the Great approached the Balkans with their Orthodox population, he issued an appeal to all Orthodox Christians to rise against the “infidel.” The Romanian princes hesitated; they would have liked to get rid of the Turks, but they were not certain that the Russians were the best means to accomplish that. Ultimately, they sided with Peter the Great. But his Orthodox cause was defeated. The consequence was the loss of the sultan’s confidence in Romanian princes, who were substituted by Phanariot Greek puppets. The coming 120 years, the Phanariot Period, would bring well-known consequences for Romania.17

Russia always needed a Messianistic ideology to conquer. Her mission was to lead the world into a state of holiness, justified by an exceptional religious or ideological insight. Appeals for Orthodox solidarity were often followed by annexation. Replaced by Marxism, the Russians had the confidence that others were willing to be as holy as the Russians thought themselves to be. The Romanians, not being Slavs, would awaken from their dashed hopes first.18 During the eighteenth century Russian expansionism continued under Catherine the Great. Beginning with her reign, the Russians would march a dozen times across the principalities towards Constantinople, the unobtainable goal of Tsargorod, the first teacher of the Eastern Slavs, and the dream of celebrating a Te Deum in the Hagia-Sophia Cathedral — by that time cleansed from the infidels. Every time they passed, they left behind a trail of plunder, death, disease, and ruin. Since the time of Ivan the Terrible, a centralized Russian state had been expanding, a remarkable and unique phenomenon in history. Although during this long process they suffered setbacks, they soon recouped their losses with interest. The Russians call this incessant drive a quest for security. But this instills a sense of insecurity in all of their neighbors. Pan-Slavic never evoked sympathy in Poland. It only had an appeal in Slavic areas not bordering on Russia, to the Czechs, Serbians, and Bulgarians. Once the Russians reached these areas, enthusiasm for Pan-Slavism decreased. All this must be emphasized if one wishes to understand Romanian nationalism, and the meaning Iorga gave to his life.

By the end of the eighteenth century, the Ottoman Empire became even weaker. In 1775, Austria reached the borders of Moldavia and wrenched Bucovina from the Porte. Austrians settled Ukrainians, Germans, and Jews there during the next 120-150 years. In 1812, the Russian took the eastern half of Moldavia, Bessarabia. A brutal Russification followed. The Romanians withdrew into their historical experience: passive resistance. After the 1829 Adrianople Peace Treaty, the Romanian principalities became Russian protectorates. Russian consuls ruled supreme in Iași and Bucharest and treated the Romanian boyars “like dogs,” making it clear: Russia was not a neighbor, but a master. Although there were exceptional Russian governors, such as Pavel Kisseleff, who tried to case the sufferings of the Romanians,19 Tsar Nicholas I forced the so-called Organic Regulations on Romania, which perpetuated the exploitation of the peasant. With more than half of historic Moldavia lost, what was left became the holy land of Romanian nationalism.

Amid suffering and degradation, Romanian national awakening came from the outside, as in Greece, Serbia, and Bulgaria. It came from Transylvania, wherefrom they adopted the Latin alphabet in substitute of the Cyrillic Church Slavonic one. The Uniate Church of Transylvania gave the Romanians a chance to go to Rome to look at the Forum and Trajan’s Column and to reestablish their national identity.

In 1848, there were two revolutions; in Wallachia and in Transylvania. The Russians and the Austrians thwarted both, darkness descended again. Yet, with the start of the Crimean War, there was light at the end of the tunnel. The Paris Peace Treaty brought parts of Bessarabia back under Romanian rule. Amidst the widespread euphoria of the late 1850s, with the help of Louis Napoleon III (the self-appointed defender of nationalism everywhere), Romania achieved nationhood, despite the opposition of many great powers. Prince Alexandru Ioan Cuza of Moldavia became the first new Romanian State.

The 1877 “War of Independence” (as it was called in Romania) was fought during Iorga’s childhood. He distinctly remembered this unfortunate milestone in Russian-Romanian relations. Russia, needing to march through Romania, enlisted it as an ally. When Russia’s armies faced a difficult situation at Plevna, they needed help fast, which the Romanian army rendered. The Russians, once victorious, forced the Romanians to surrender southern Bessarabia.

The history of this Romanian-Russian alliance is known. Consider Gorchakov’s assurances, and his later declaration (in private) that: “The military situation presses us to make promises to Romania which we have no intention of keeping anyhow.” Thus, he gave a new dimension to Russian diplomacy — breaking an agreement in anticipando. Take Tsar Alexander II’s vulgarities uttered about an ally; the threats issued to Mihail Kogălniceanu that, in case of Romanian noncompliance concerning Bessarabia, the Russians would disarm the Romanian army. Kogălniceanu’s answer was: “You may crush us, but you will never disarm us.” Bismarck embarrassedly disapproved of Russian behavior; and R. Poincaré, a friend of Russia, said: “My face turns red when I think how you were forced to surrender Bessarabia in order to buy your liberty.”20

What happened afterwards did not strengthen Romanian faith in their eastern neighbor. Iorga believed in the Napoleonic dictum that the foreign policy of a country is determined by its geography. No messianistic ideology would change the nature of the organism he considered a nation to be.21

Many Romanians complain about double standards when a great power’s policies are judged in one way and the policies of small countries in another. If a great power does something reprehensible, this is considered raison d’état, renversement des alliances, Realpolitik, or a “great design,” a great diplomatic coup — or (at worst) “flexibility.” If a small nation fights for its survival, it is treachery, cowardice, opportunism, pusillanimousness, etc.

In Transylvania, after reconquering the province from the Ottoman Empire, the Hapsburgs practically handed the Romanians over to me Hungarian landlords. What this meant for the Romanians there was witnessed by the future Emperor Joseph II, who traveled through this province in disguise. Only the Uniate Church could offer some relief, serving to uphold Romanian national spirits. In 1783-1784 Joseph, now emperor, issued decrees to remedy the plight of Romanian serfs. His good intensions, coupled with the people’s ignorance and sufferings, resulted in the bloody peasant uprising led by Horia, Cloșca, and Crișan. Imperial troops restored order and things went on as before. The next Romanian uprising came in 1848, when Louis Kossuth united Transylvania with Hungary without taking the Romanian majority into consideration. Now the Romanians rose in a bloody uprising led by Avram Iancu. But neither Romanian nor Hungarian nationalism had a place in Prince Felix Schwarzenberg’s plans for a united, centralized Austria. During the coming Austro-Hungarian Compromise in 1867, the Romanians of Transylvania were handed over without ado to the new centralized Hungarian state. Bishop Andrei Șaguna, the spiritual leader of the Romanians, advised passive resistance.

But young Romanians did not want to live as their fathers did. With an increasingly harsh Hungarian Magyarization campaign underway, they would try an old remedy: they turned to the emperor for help, but he was not in a position to challenge his partners. The “Memorandists” (because they handed a Memorandum to the emperor listing their complaints) were treated administratively by the Hungarians, and sentenced in 1894 to long jail terms.22 During the first decade of the twentieth century the Magyarization campaign reached its peak. The educational laws established Hungarian state control even over the educational curriculum of the denominational schools. The rise of nationalism and that of the nation-state (after 1867) made the problem of Transylvania intractable. Refused by the Hungarian state during the nineteenth century, the Romanians in Transylvania chose the either/or solution: Transylvania would be either Romanian or Hungarian. The Hungarians thought in the same way — with all the might of the state and the bureaucracy on their side. After that, there was little room for ethnic plurality there. Thus, when Iorga entered the Romanian political scene, almost half of the Romanian people lived under foreign rule, and quite unhappily.

Iorga and the nationalists referred to independent Romania as “Free Romania,” but life was neither free nor rosy there. Because of Romanian cooperation with the Ottomans here, the nobility was not exterminated.

Romanians boyars, very much alive, made sure that peasant misery should hit a rock bottom. Many of them were not Romanians. Thanks to the Phanariot rule, we see Greeks among them, as their names — Cantacuzino, Mavrocordat, Lahovary, Sturdza, Ghică — show. If one wishes to understand their despotic Oriental philosophy, one must look across the Dniester for examples. Despite the Constitution, peasants were effectively excluded from representation through the “Electoral Colleges.”23

The achievements of 1848, 1859, and 1866 were the subject of much debate afterwards. The “Bonjourists” (mostly identified with the Liberals) subjected Romania to a kind of “shock treatment,” grafting a Belgian constitution, Napoleonic code, French administrative structures, French philosophy and fashions, French architecture and manners, even a French theater (and the novels of Dumas père) on semi-barbaric foundations.

The institutional alienation of the elite was followed by cultural alienation, opening an abyss between the upper classes and Romanian masses. The reaction to this cultural rape was the devastating Junimist criticism of Titu Maiorescu and Mihai Eminescu, in which Iorga also joined.

In retrospect, it is hard to see what else could have been done. How could the Brătianus otherwise have formed a state? The Junimists did not recognize that those “forms without foundations” (i.e., the Western institutions) were absolutely necessary to start Romania’s national, social and cultural integration into the European concern of nations. Iorga hated the Liberals and their policies. Yet, this Liberal intelligentsia considered itself progressive enough — more so than they considered the socialists to be! It saw itself remodeling Romanian society into a modern one: on the model of France.24 The inevitable result was a great alienation. Later the cultural rape would find its nemesis in the Iron Guard. But the Liberal revolution of 1848 in Wallachia was an urban phenomenon, leaving the village cold.

When the modern, pseudo-Western state was grafted on the Oriental foundations, it was the peasants who had to pay for it. Taxes more than doubled by 1900; Constantin Dobrogeanu-Gherea called their misery Neoiobăgia (New Serfdom). The recruiting sergeant appeared at the doorstep of the peasant hut, taking away their sons to the new army.

Beyond this, there were the untouchable vested foreign interests. Oil production began by the end of the century. It was owned and operated mainly by foreigners. They were instrumental in railroad ownership and construction, and there were government loans. The Romanian government borrowed freely, and loans were available if the government was pliant. Thus, by the end of the century, capitalism and imperialism were in full swing, with foreigners or non-ethnic Romanians in many key positions. There were large numbers of Greeks, Armenians, and Jews. Romania had other nationalities, yet for nationalists the Jews were the most numerous and noxious.

As this author will voice some unorthodox views about the Jewish problem in Romania, he has to state (unwillingly) some autobiographical information. He is Jewish, from one of the old Sephardic Jewish (but assimilated Hungarian) families in Transylvania. He suffered every Nazi persecution possible, except death. On the question of anti-Semitism in East Central Europe (and in Romania), he would like to go on record as being in agreement with the opinion of Hugh Seton-Watson: “Thus, anti-Semitism is a most noxious disease, incompatible with peace and civilization, for three reasons. It victimizes a large number of innocents. If some guilty suffer among them, they suffer on account of their race and not because of their guilt. It demoralizes the persecuting nation. If (like in Romania!) a young generation is educated by their professors and the police that the beating up of an old man or a female student is an act of chivalry or heroism, this will have grave consequences on the morals of the nation. Then, use of Jews as scapegoats for every existing evil (a process carefully fostered from “above”), might give a temporary respite to the rulers. But real problems remain unresolved, thus everybody suffers.”25

This statement, though irrefutable, is not exhaustive. Seton-Watson states a few pages before: “The mentality of the Jews is entirely alien to the romantic nationalism which spread throughout Eastern Europe from the second half of the last century onwards.” The British Envoy in Bucharest, Sir William White — by no means an anti-Semite (in 1879 he tried to intervene on behalf of Jewish civil rights in Romania, according to the decision of the Berlin Congress, and the British Government) — commented in a letter to Lord Salisbury: “A Romanian might become a Jew — yet, it was quite impossible for a Jew to become a Romanian.”26

The fate of the Jews in the Diaspora is known; the Roman Empire, tired of the incessant rebellions in that minuscule corner of their empire (Judea), expelled most of the Jews. The Jews reacted by forming a spiritual nationhood of the toughest kind: their religion and nationhood became identical. They always followed the routes of commerce, enriching themselves with what one in the soil commerce always seems to find: culture. Commerce demands security. Until the nineteenth century, the Romanian lands were one of the most insecure parts of Europe. Consequently, there was a minuscule Jewish community, mostly of Sephardic Jews who came to Romania during Ottoman times. During the Late Middle Ages, many German (“Ashkenazi”) Jews migrated to the Reczypoczpolita, the territories of the elective Polish kingdom. Gabriel Bethlen, the enlightened Protestant prince of Transylvania, invited a Sephardic Jewish community into that region. There they were involved in ordering the finances and participated in the meetings of the Princely Council. They were also the physicians of the Princely family. How did the presence of such a relatively small Jewish community grow into a major problem?

We must seek the answer in the Polish Reczypuczpolita, partitioned by Russia, Austria, and Prussia. Jews were better off in Prussia and the Austrian part; in Russia they were restricted to a “Pale of Settlement.’’ Barred from guilds, they were forced to make a living in professions which were needed, but in which no respectable Christian would engage. The confinement of the Jews to these professions, and the degrading humiliations, massacres, and expulsions to which they fell victim, contributed to the development of a Jewish “Pale of Settlement” type. Yet the Jews preferred degradation, persecution, and even death to giving up their peculiar religious nationhood. In such a situation only their God (identical with their nationhood) and their survival along with the family mattered. Historically, the family is the stronghold in a hostile land; its honor must not be tarnished. In the Pale of Settlement the Jews obeyed a double standard. Within the family they demonstrated all qualities usually not attributed to them by superficial observers: they were reliable, honest, obedient, generous, brave, and disciplined; outside their families, they often employed the tactics of underground fighters in an enemy-occupied territory.

During the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, a tremendous population explosion touched the Jews before it touched the local populations.27 Population growth on top of persecution filled the lives of the Jews with a feeling of economic hopelessness. At this time the local people — Poles, Ukrainians, Russians, or Baltic — were touched by a nationalist awakening. This, in addition to their miserable lives, turned them, in their despair, against a minority neither willing nor able to assimilate. In the Austrian part, Jews felt only economic and demographic pressures. In the Russian part, Jews felt increasing persecution. They answered brutality as always; they submitted to it, tried to alleviate it, but refused to assimilate into the nation which brutalized them. By the nineteenth century, many Jews tried to escape these conditions through emigration. In the 1820s, during the rule of Ioniță Sturdza, we see a rapid increase of Jews in Moldavia, bordering on the Pale of Settlement.

Religious intolerance and persecution were almost unknown in the principalities. The Romanian lands knew no St. Bartholomew’s Nights, no Inquisition, and no Joan of Arc was burned at the stake. In Huși (as the name shows), a substantial Hussite community flourished as late as 1500. Before the 1820s, the few Jews living there were never forced into ghettos within the Romanian lands; their synagogues were never attacked.

If the Romanians remained Orthodox Christians, this was to prevent Polish and Hungarian cultural, that is, national encroachments. Even conversions to the Uniate Church in Transylvania served the purpose of gaining Hapsburg support for preserving Romanian identity.

Jewish immigrants remained mainly in Moldavia, and were most unwelcomed in such great numbers. But this antipathy had no racial or motivation; its roots were cultural and economic. Put simply, the rising Romanian nationalism clashed with rising numbers of Jews. Romanian governments demonstrated an incapacity in dealing with the problem — it was the corruption of local officials that was responsible for letting the Jews enter Moldavia in large numbers.

And once they were there and their struggle for survival began to cause grave problems, to corruption, brutality was added. For most Romanians there was never any question of accepting such a large number of Jews.28 The Romanian government, following Seton-Watson’s maxim, tried to use the Jews as scapegoats for the existing social and economic problems, counting on the despair and the ignorance of the peasantry. All this created a complex situation, and represented a very real danger to frustrated Romanian nationalists, especially in Moldavia.

The Romanian situation cannot be judged by Western standards. In more fortunate Western countries (contrary to the closed world and society of Romania and Eastern Europe), such conflicts do not explode. Social, economic, and political mobility allows them to be bypassed. Mobility is still possible. Such elbow-room was in short supply in Romania.

According to a Zionist formula: anti-Semitism = the number of Jews x social dislocations and misery /assimilation of the Jews (The formula refers to the old, pre-Hitlerian type of anti-Semitism). If one accepts this formula, anti-Semitism in Romania would reach tremendous proportions.

Not every form of anti-Semitism has the same roots or manifestations. There is the medieval type, a reaction of the primitive masses against a rather primitive Jewish community living in their midst, unwilling or unable to assimilate, and engaging in professions where it is bound to come into conflict with the majority. Such anti-Semitism prevailed in Eastern Europe and in Romania. The second type is known in the West. There, anti-Semitism is mostly a social manifestation, a vestige of medieval contempt toward the “despicable” Jew. This kind of anti-Semitism has almost disappeared during the last 20 or 30 years. During the twentieth century, a very different type of anti-Semitism emerged, directed against an almost completely assimilated, useful, patriotic Jewish community. Unable to demand assimilation or patriotism anymore (even intermarriage and conversion to Christianity becoming commonplace), anti-Semites based their hatred on race. Adapted by the two Germanic countries, Austria and Germany, its brutality was unprecedented in recorded history; outside the German ethnic block, only Hungary (with its “sub-German culture,” as Iorga would call it) adopted it. Remarking on this phenomenon in fin-de-siècle Vienna, its cultural flourishing, due greatly to its assimilated Jews, Carl Schorske wrote: “If civilization is a domesticating force, directed by the few with the compliance of the many, it is reasonable to suppose that the business of the few is to keep the damper on such dark, irrational emotions and energies which periodically effect the many.”

The relevance of Schorske’s observation goes beyond Vienna, and to a certain extent is applicable to Romania. But in Romania there was minimal Jewish assimilation, it was not encouraged. Jews could be naturalized only in exceptional cases, but were required to perform military service. There were many disabilities and restrictions. Constant persecution and prevailing corruption all demonstrated that the Romanian government tried to make their position intolerable. Brătianu the Elder illustrated this with a Romanian folk tale about a fox which sneaks into an orchard through a hole in the fence and grows so fat that he cannot fit through the hole to make his escape. The gardener throws the fox into a corner and starves him until he loses enough weight to allow him to fit through the hole. “This is exactly what we are doing with our Jews,” said Brătianu.29 By 1910, a total of 70,217 emigrants left the old Romanian kingdom for the New World, of which 67,301 were Jews.30

But if the Jews were brutalized, one should remember that life in Romania was generally despotic and brutal, not only for Jews, who were considered unwelcome, aggressive, and disloyal. All great honest Romanians took stands against Jewish presence there during the nineteenth Century, just as all great statesmen in Hungary and the West (Bismarck, Clemenceau) were for the acceptance of Jews.31

It was the intervention of the Powers on behalf of the Jews during the Berlin Conference (in 1878) — an intervention which was skillfully delayed by the Romanians — which increased anti-Semitism tremendously. From then on, being a nationalist became synonymous with being an anti-Semite in Romania.

Jews tend to assimilate only to a culture they find attractive. It is unjust and even dangerous to consider one culture superior to another. But the Germans (Saxons) in Transylvania rarely assimilated to the peoples around them; nor did the English assimilate to their surroundings in their colonies; one could continue in this vein throughout world history. This was not a Jewish peculiarity.

But Jews were needed in Romania. Some high Romanian functionaries explained to an American journalist in 1940: “The Jews were too important in the economic life of Romania to be liquidated in a hurry. Moreover, though we are anti-Semites, we are somehow unable to live without the Jews. A Romanian never trusts another Romanian. Only to the Jew can he confide his sordid little affairs.”32 And there was something else: the traditional Romanian state and way of life was being transformed inevitably and painfully into a capitalist economy, governed by impersonal, employer-employee relationships, replacing relationships which (at least theoretically) were warm and patriarchal. These changes occurred within a few decades and devastated a social order that had endured since time immemorial. Suffering people did not understand what was happening to their world. Suspended between the past and an unknown future, they felt frustrated and insecure. Capitalist amorality and rationalization were anathema to the peasantry and to romantic nationalist intellectuals. To make things worse, capitalist transformation was often spearheaded by a non-assimilated Jewish middle class and other foreign interests. In the West, the Jews were part (and only a small part) of this process. Resentment could not be directed against them alone. (Let us remember — among others — the words of W.H. Vanderbilt: “The public be damned!”). In Romania, the transition from a traditional economy to the capitalist one could be easily identified with the unassimilated and unwanted minority. Problems arising from the presence of an alien middle class wedged in between the upper classes and the peasantry have parallels outside Romania. The best example is the difficulties faced by the Chinese in Southeast Asia. Chinese merchant and middle classes encounter many difficulties in the Philippines and Vietnam, and even more in Indonesia, Cambodia, and Thailand. (In Thailand, one of the kings enacting laws against the Chinese middle classes called them “the Jews of Thailand...”). Yet the Chinese stubbornly preserve their culture.

With decolonization and rising nationalism in Africa (and elsewhere), Indians and Pakistanis in East Africa, representing alien middle classes, are much disliked. In South Africa, their shops were violently attacked by native Africans. In West Africa, the Lebanese play such a role, to the displeasure of local nationalists. Nasser’s nationalists removed the Greeks, Italians, Jews, and the (Christian) Syrians from Alexandria — turning the city into a monotonous, sterile shadow of its former self, where despair now reigns.

To the Fiji Archipelago, the British brought indentured workers from India. There is a lot of tension between the subcontinentals and the native Fijians, since the Indians nowadays play the role of an alien professional and merchant class. Finally, in May 1987, these tensions exploded.

Thus, conflicts arising from such a situation are no Romanian invention. The Jewish influx into Romania during the nineteenth century was especially offensive to nationalists because the Jews overflowed the cities. The historical capital of Moldavia, Iași, was inhabited by more than 50% Jews.33 That Moldavia became the hotbed of Romanian anti-Semitism is not an accident: after the loss of more than half of historical Moldavia to Russia and Austria, now the remainder was flooded with an alien (and, according to some — and not only nationalists...), unassimilable minority.

Here, the nationalists sensed a real danger!

At the turn of the century, Romania was not a country for mass-immigration like the United States, not even like England or France. The country lived through great social and economic difficulties, shortly after its painful birth as a nation-state. The Romanians were full of insecurities and frustrations. Barred from owning land for centuries, Jews engaged in professions which did not endear them to the population (in practice, owning the village inn, money-lending, usury, little shops, and renting out land from an absentee landlord). The peasant concluded that an alien creature, dressed differently, unable to speak his language decently, “who crucified his Savior,” got hold of the little cash he needed to buy some of the consumer goods sold as government monopolies. The peasant had little understanding of the miserable profit margin the Jew made in his grocery store! He only knew that the little cash he had disappeared into the hands of this disgusting alien. The result was a ferocious anti-Semitism. The big capitalist interests were in untouchable foreign hands. There were few big Jewish banks (like the Marmarosch-Blanc, or Blank). There was no Jewish domination in the Romanian economy on the industrial and banking level (as happened in Hungary) because such a level was nonexistent, (The all-important result for Hungary was that east of Vienna only Budapest was capable of accumulating capital. Neither St. Petersburg nor Constantinople, much less Warsaw, were able to accomplish such a feat).

An interesting novel illustrates this lack of communication between the Jewish middle class and Romanian nationalism: The Balkan Trilogy34 the book which became a successful television serial. It is a roman à clef and is Mrs. Manning’s autobiographical note (she is “Harriet Pringle” in the book). She lived in Bucharest in 1939 and 1940 with her husband, a British teacher working for the British Cultural Mission, Reggie Smith. Of leftist and anti-Nazi sympathies, her husband (“Guy Pringle” in the novel) remains in Bucharest to help Jewish students trying to emigrate, learning English to prepare themselves for their new life. This writer spent those years as a youngster in Transylvania and Bucharest. Rarely has he seen a novel which recreates (like Mrs. Manning’s) the atmosphere of those days. Recently, the memoirs of Archie Gibson, correspondent for the Times of London (more than once personified in Mrs. Manning’s book), confirmed many of the happenings related in the Trilogy.35 To anyone who knows the Bucharest scene, the personalities (whom Mrs. Manning mentions under pseudonyms) can be recognized, such as the Jewish industrialist, Max Auschnit, under the fictive name “Drucker,” and others.

The “Druckers” (Auschnit) invite the English leftist intellectuals, “Guy and Harriet Pringle” (Mr. and Mrs. Manning) to their Bucharest apartment. Guy is their son’s professor at the university; and they want to keep in social contact with the English instructor. The visit takes place in the fall of 1939. The Pringles arrive to spend the afternoon in Drucker’s apartment, who receive them in overwhelmingly friendly manner. Drucker’s sisters are there, speaking French and English.

Guy told Harriet beforehand about Drucker’s brothers-in-law. Only Drucker had a Romanian passport, evidence of his power. The others — one German, one Austrian, and one Polish — had only been granted permis de séjour. They (like the whole family) existed in Drucker’s shadow.

The conversation turns to a former British diplomat who was a man of the left. They ask Guy: “What would he think of this German-Soviet friendship treaty?” Everyone looks to Guy (who was also a man of the left). He says “I imagine Russia has a plan; she knows what she is doing.”

Then they talk about the Romanian countryside. One of the Drucker sisters cuts in: “All these Balkan countries are wild. They have dangerous wild beasts. I wouldn’t travel here. In Germany it was different. There, Willy and I would take out walking sticks, and...” She talked affectionately of life in Germany.

By this time lunch is served. At the lunch table, someone brings up the war, which had broken our just a few weeks before. “Ah, the war! (...) What folly ever to start it. The great nations think only of power. They do not think of the ones who suffer for such a war.” In a conciliatory way, Guv predicts a German financial collapse. (Guy was innocent enough not to know that, although Drucker’s heart was in London, his pocketbook was in Berlin.) He looked around for applause but saw alarm. Drucker, lifting his head, said: “That is a rumor started by the British. There will be no collapse.” His firm assurance brought immediate calm. Harriet looked at Guy, who was unaware of the disturbance he had created. Drucker noticed this, and said quietly: “It is true our business depends on German prosperity. But we made our connections long ago. We do not love the Germans any more than you do. Nevertheless, we did not cause the war. We must wait.” Drucker’s sister’s husband broke in: “A banker,” he said, “upholds the existing order. He’s an important man. He has the country behind him.” “Suppose the Nazis come here?” Drucker’s brother-in-law retorted with a swaggering air: “It wouldn’t be in their interests to do so. They do not want a financial debacle. Already if it were not for us, Romania would be on her knees.” The other brother-in-law added somberly: “We could a dozen times buy and sell this country.” Drucker, the only one who understood that such remarks were far from impressing Harriet and Guy, tried now to check the turn of conversation, but his younger sister said: “We work, we save, we bring them prosperity and yet they persecute us. In Germany my husband was a clever lawyer. He had a big office. He comes here and he is forbidden to practice. Why? Because he’s a Jew. He must work for my brother. Why must they hate us? Even the coachman, when he is angry with his horse, will shout, ‘Go on you Jew!’ Why is it, why is it so?” As the conversation continues, Harriet tries to comfort: “You are not in danger here.” “It is not the danger,” answered Drucker’s sister. “There is danger everywhere. It is the feeling, a very ancient feeling. In Bucovina, you will see the Jews wear fox fur around their heads. So it was ordered hundreds of years ago to say that they are crafty as a fox. Today they laugh, and wear it still. They are clever, it is true, but they live apart: They harm no one.” “Perhaps that’s the trouble,” said Harriet, “that they live apart. Your first loyalty is to your own race. And you all   grow rich. The Romanians feel that you rake from the country and give nothing back.”

Harriet had merely offered this as a basis for discussion, and was stunned by the turmoil it gave rise to. With a cacophony of voices, everybody accused the Romanians with racism, greed, laziness, etc. Drucker (when he could be heard) said: “There is room for all here, there is food and work for all. The Romanians are content to do nothing but eat, sleep, and make love. Such is their nature. The Jews and the foreigners run the country. Those who do the work make the money — isn’t it so? One may rather say of the Romanians that they take all and give nothing back.” His statement was greeted with nods and exclamations of agreement.

The brother-in-law said: “But we are generous, we Jews, we always give them what they ask of us. When the Iron Guard was powerful in 1937, the Green Shirt boys came to the offices collecting for party funds. The Jewish firms gave twice, even three times more than the Romanians. And what was the gratitude?” His wife added: “At the university, our boy was thrown out of the window. His spine was broken. Now he is in a sanatorium in Switzerland. Our daughter was a medical student. In the laboratory, the young men took off her clothing and beat her. She went to America. She is ashamed to come back. So you see we have lost both our children.” Harriet looked helplessly across to Guy, who, shocked by the racist atrocities, had grown pale. He suddenly said that a Soviet takeover will bring justice. These leftist remarks were not appreciated. Drucker’s brother-in-law accused Russia of dumping and ruining Europe’s trade. Guy explained the economic reasons for the depression in Europe, but he was hooted down. But the conversation calmed. The younger sister smiled at Harriet and said: “Still, you will enjoy life here. It is pleasant. It is cheap. There is much food. It is — you understand — comfortable.”36

Many of these opinions emphasize the problem, yet more than 99% of Romanian Jews were not in the privileged position of the banker “Drucker”/Auschnit and tried to stay alive amidst the exceptionally difficult circumstances. Auschnit’s attitude was similar to attitudes of capitalist amorality and rationalizations in the West, Jewish or otherwise. Yet, in the West, they could not be identified by their religion.

Mommsen said that anti-Semitism is the mentality of the canaille. Since under Naziism the excesses committed led to the greatest failure of civilization on our planet, it is difficult to discuss the issue with detachment. Jews are very sensitive. After all, their experiences during the twentieth century did not strengthen their faith in humanity. Those who have not known the assembly-line killings of the Hitlerian genocide do not experience that death-anguish which fills Jewish hearts and makes them fear that it will start again. But without explaining the Jewish issue, Romanian history during Iorga’s lifetime becomes incomprehensible. Both the Romanians and the Jews suffered throughout their history. Both became virtuosi of national and ethnic survival. There was a real problem then, and this infuriated romantic nationalists. After the Holocaust, many civilized people became cautious in their anti-Jewish attitudes, because they perceived what unheard of excesses the encouragement of such attitudes may lead to. Yet, everything which occurred in Romania during our story ruefully lacked the post-Auschwitz caution that settled upon Western civilization.

Iorga’s life began in Botoșani, the city, in his own words, where his “horizons were shaped.”37 Botoșani was a microcosm of all the problems mentioned before. The town’s geographical position was precarious: it was about ten miles from the Austrian border and a little more distance from the Russian border. Iorga would many times refer to these borders as “our miserable, torn, bleeding borders.”38 In the villages around Botoșani, young Iorga had evidence of the crushing problems which burdened society. The misery and mistreatment of peasants and the abuses of land tenure deeply impinged on his consciousness. He was similarly aware of the vanishing beauty of traditional, patriarchal relations — a dream of which he would try to recapitulate during his lifetime. Iorga was a Moldavian, who spoke the Romanian language with an unmistakable Moldavian accent. In Botoșani, by the time Iorga was born, Jews constituted almost half of the population, their numbers increasing. There were also Greeks, Armenians, Gypsies, Tartars, Russo-Ukrainians, even some Poles, Germans, and even Lipoveni.39

Small wonder then that the other great son of Botoșani, Mihai Eminescu, the national poet laureate, cried out:

From Tisa to Dniester’s tide 
All Romanians to me cried,
That they could no longer dwell 
Amidst the foreign swell40

Is it an accident that two great Romanians, Iorga and Eminescu (Eminescu’s nationalism would become a great inspiration for Iorga), both came from Botoșani? It was here where Nicolae Iorga was born on 5 June 1871.

 

 

 



Chapter II
The Making of a Historian-Politician:
Iorga’s Origins, Childhood, and Adolescence

“So! (Even) in Moldavia some (real) men are born...!”

—Miron Costin

“I was taught at home to look people straight in the eyes, and to leave no insult unanswered.”

—Nicolae Iorga’s motto41

The Iorgas originated from the healthy Greek peasant world of the island of Kefalonia, although this is not unequivocally clear. They may have come from the mainland facing the Ionian islands.42 The earliest recorded ancestor’s name was Galeongiul, suggesting Albanian ancestry, but Aromanian and Macedonian traces are also possible in a family coming from this mixed region. Galeongiul was a Greek (or Orthodox) sailor in the Ottoman Navy. His descendants came to Botoșani around 1750 and opened a grocery store. He was Galeongiul Gheorghiu, “Cupetul” (merchant). Gheorghiu in time became Iorgu and finally Iorga.43 He did not follow the trend of Greek settlers who came to the Romanian lands for hundreds of years. They found the atmosphere congenial in the Byzance après Byzance. Because Greek influence was so predominant in the upper echelons of society, they were in no hurry to assimilate or to intermarry, and kept contact only with Greeks. After acquiring riches, they often returned to Greece.44 Not Galeongiul Gheorghiu. Marrying a Romanian woman, the family quickly assimilated, becoming attorneys, and participating in Moldavian politics.

On his mother’s, Zulnia Arghiropol’s side, Iorga originates from the Fanar. His mother’s grandfather, Christophorovich (or Ioan) Arghiropol, was an Ottoman dragoman for Russian officials in Iași. The Arghiropols’ ancestry included Byzantine nobility, and maybe even royalty. They intermarried with Romanians, and became Romanianized to the point that one of them somehow got lost, as a well-to-do peasant, in a Moldavian village.45 But the rest of the Arghiropols kept their status.

Gheorghe Arghiropol married Elena Drăghici, and from this marriage Iorga’s mother, Zulnia, was born. The marriage was unhappy. Elena Drăghici was a well-educated girl who spoke several languages. The daughter of the vornic,46 Iordache Drăghici, she had little in common with her husband. The marriage ended in divorce, but not before two boys, Costache and Manole, and a girl, Zulnia, were born.

The Drăghicis originated in Wallachia and intermarried with the renowned Filipescu family, although some members of the Iorga family consider this rather a genealogical myth. During the eighteenth century, they moved to Iași.47

Since Iorga was to become “the Apostle” of Romanian nationalism, his opponents investigated his family tree, not only in Romania, but in the whole region. A great deal of political capital can be gained if a nationalist does not originate 100% from the nation he champions. Little attention is given to his sincerity. His foreign origins and the formal names of his family are held up to ridicule. The basis for speculating over Iorga’s nationality was unwittingly laid by C. Sion. In his Arhondologia Moldovei, Sion, a disgruntled boyar and the first Romanian pamphleteer, expressed anger at Vornic Drăghici, who had risen from the lower ranks to become a high official and the confidant of Prince Sturdza. He was an honest farsighted official. In Arhondologia Moldovei, Sion provided the Drăghicis (and many other nobles) with a spurious Armenian or even Jewish ancestry. He also wrote unkind things about the Arghiropols.48 Sion’s allegations were unfounded. As a political pamphleteer he had to exaggerate. Once Iorga entered the political scene, Sion’s exaggerations were taken up by his opponents in the most vicious fashion.49 They called him the “Albanian Galeongiul,” “Jewish,” “Armenian,” etc. Observing his rule that no attack should be left unanswered, Iorga initiated legal proceedings against some of the perpetrators.50

Such a campaign of words, the vulgarity of which equaled its futility, is instructive. Since these countries did not offer immigration “with unlimited opportunities,” their indigenous inhabitants saw too many foreigners pass as hosts, refugees, or unwanted intruders. Their contributions (especially in Romania) were less than constructive. Even foreigners living as assimilated Romanians could revive bad memories and inflame nationalism. Intolerance was never far beneath the surface.

Iorga’s father, Nicu, was a successful young attorney. Uncommonly strong, he had a very violent temper. He gambled and drank, vices he could not master, despite the risk they presented to his health. His marriage with Zulnia Arghiropol, 17, started with a romantic elopement. The Iorgas opposed the union, but later forgave them, and received Zulnia into the family. However Nicu Iorga could not stay away from cards. The consequences were fatal. He was stricken by paralysis. Unable to speak or move, he became deranged (fancying, for example, that his head was full of rabbits...). In 1876 he suffered a painful death, in his late thirties.

Beyond his explosive temper, Iorga inherited little from his father. He was shaped by his mother, Zulnia Arghiropol, a well-bred girl, who spoke perfect French, and showed a great interest in literature up to her death at 92. Zulnia started every day with a reading of her son’s Neamul Românesc and read many of his 1,200 books. Strong-willed to the point of being dominating, she was nevertheless kind. Madame Zulnia, together with Iorga’s second wife, Madame Catinca, had a determining influence on his life and activities.51 In view of the contributions Iorga made to Romanian culture, much credit goes to these two women.

He inherited from his mother her intellectuality and her gift for languages. More importantly, Iorga knew he originated from a line of (as they say in closed societies) “better people” — high court officials, chroniclers, attorneys, writers, journalists, and other intellectuals. A line from which even women undertook intellectual efforts. Thus “Iorga was the descendent of boyars.”

After Nicolae, his brother Gheorghe was born in 1873. Gheorghe Iorga attended the Military Academy and graduated as an artillery officer. He went abroad to study in Belgium, and settled down in an executive position with the Ministry of Agriculture and Commerce. Gheorghe’s life ran parallel with that of his brother, yet their lives rarely met. One could see Iorga walking briskly, with his attaché case under his arm, while Gheorghe was walking elegantly and slowly. Iorga dressed casually; Gheorghe with great elegance. Iorga showed little interest in women beside his wife, while Gheorghe showed a tremendous interest. Only when Gheorghe died in 1934 did Nicolae Iorga feel the loss.

Iorga vividly remembered his father’s agony. The loss was also a severe economic blow as his father left only an inadequate pension. Madame Zulnia, still only 33 years of age, and beautiful, would never remarry. She dedicated her life to her two children. In practice this meant hard work as a private seamstress sewing dresses for the ladies of society. It meant poverty and privations. It also meant moving from one place to another, as Iorga remembered: “driven by the whip of need,” trying to find lower rent, and taking in tenants to make ends meet.52 Madame Zulnia tried constantly to preserve her dignity, status, and not to sink even lower (such a struggle can be understood by those familiar with the atmosphere of Botoșani and the demands such a town might make on a widow like Zulnia Iorga). Fortunately, family ties are strong there. The Arghiropols, Drăghicis, and also the Iorgas helped both financially and morally, supporting the education of Nicolae Iorga.53

His education began at home. At the age of four or five he became literate. He acquired French before entering grade school, without grammar or dictionary. The Romanian language Iorga learned was the Romanian of Kogălniceanu. In a book describing the severing of Bucovina from Moldavia, Iorga first encountered Romanian history before he entered grade school. He learned geography and history from books and novels, mainly in French.54 His world was formed through his readings during grade and high school, like a parallel education. Iorga’s relationship with books would become a lifetime romance. Nothing would be so dear to him as his library. He spent his life in archives and with books. In Romania and abroad, a considerable share of his time would be spent in used book shops, searching, exchanging, and trading books. One should not be surprised that grade and high school imbued him “neither love nor pride.”55 He was far ahead his peers and perpetually lonely. He enrolled in grade school literate, with a good command of the French language, submerged in a dream world acquired from his continually expanding readings. This loneliness and paucity of friendships continued into his high school years, and during the time he spent at Romanian (and foreign) universities.56 After graduating from university, early fame catapulted him even further ahead of his contemporaries. He became a university professor in his mid-twenties. A university professor has a special status in the Balkans. He is in his loftiness, surrounded with rigid respect, and loneliness, isolating him from the mainstream of life. This meant more loneliness for Iorga, despite his public activities.57 He had warm relations with his family, but Iorga had no youth; there were no pranks, no foolish mistakes. His mistakes proceeded from stubborn principle, committed deliberately and never regretted afterwards. Did he have a childhood like most of us? Perhaps this was the reason that he conveyed, in his utterances and in some of his actions, the impression of an eternal student — even in his advanced age. He was trying perhaps to recapitulate something he never had, and he missed. Iorga never really grew out of his eternal studenthood. In a sense, he remained an eternal teenager.58 Keeping this in mind, we can better understand Iorga’s contempt for much of his formal education. He did not consider his history classes and textbooks responsible for turning him into a historian, but cited “the books of those of Kogălniceanu, who saw history for themselves, and made history. It was these books and these witnesses that turned (Iorga) into a historian.”59 Typically for somebody shaped in the humanities, Iorga had no interest in physics, mathematics, or biology. As he put it, “not everybody is made for sciences.”60

The Botoșani of his childhood appears to have been a miserable backdrop into which the child unwillingly emerged from his books and dream world, and the protection of his modest home. The depravity of the lower classes, even his schoolmates (both Romanian and Jewish) were vivid memories for him,61 as was the anti-Semitic demagoguery of Polihroniade, who found in Botoșani a fertile ground. These were the days of the Berlin Conference (1878). Foreign intervention on behalf of the Romanian Jews was received less than kindly in Moldavia.62

What did Iorga read before his entry into the formal school system? Travelogues, Victor Hugo, Lamartine, the tragedy of Abélard and Héloïse, English love poems, the novels of Dumas Père, books dealing with the age of Napoleonic, and so on.63 The school curriculum was quite easy, but he remained lonely. Living in his world, he came constantly into conflict as hypocrisy or sheer injustice. Once he contradicted his teacher. He was punished for his audacity, a punishment he resented even sixty years later.64

From grade school, Iorga enrolled in high school (Gymnasium). The trends we saw before continued: case in completing the curriculum, reaping fruits from a parallel education. Now he became acquainted with writings about the Haiducs, the nationalist guerilla-highwaymen, presented in a Romantic fashion. And there was more loneliness.65 Prime Minister Ion Brătianu the Elder (whom Iorga called “the old, tyrannical Vizier”)66 visited the school. His visit showed reality to those who (like Iorga) were educated in a nationalist spirit.

He spent summer vacations usually with his uncle Manole, Madame Zulnia’s brother, the modest editor of a provincial newspaper Românul, who had a good library, including editions of Contemporanul, a socialist periodical of Ion Nădejde. It is here that he, at the age of 12 or 13, began his journalistic career, in his uncle’s newspaper. More importantly, in Manole’s library he familiarized himself with Zola, reading about (as Iorga put it) the “infamous world of Nana,” traveling with Frédéric Mistral through French provincial life; reading Daudet, Baudelaire, Maupassant, and many others.67 When school started, Iorga returned to his studies in Botoșani, once again managing to get into confrontations with the established high school order. It is not easy to imagine what the Gymnasium curriculum demanded from students at the time, nor the discipline it imposed. Students were obliged to salute their professors, within the school or on the outside. On one occasion Iorga accidently failed to salute. The professor tried to force him to salute repeatedly in public.

Iorga, considering such a punishment humiliating, refused. He was suspended from classes, assuring his failure at the examinations. Fortunately, his family got him accepted with a scholarship at the Lyceum in Iași.68 The scholarship included room and board, offered him in a hostel near the Lyceum. Iorga also had family in Iași to keep him company. Gheorghe, Iorga’s brother, was also in Iași, attending a military school. The departure of her two sons made life easier for Madame Zulnia.

Studies came easy, but life was difficult at the hostel for Iorga. The dormitory facilities were crowded. For a change, he managed to make some friends.69 Here he met one of his two life-long friends, Petre Liciu, who became a famous actor. The other friend Iorga had outside his family was Vasile Bogrea. Besides Liciu and Bogrea, Iorga never had any relationship resembling friendship.70

As time progressed, he came into conflict with the supervisor of the dormitory. The supervisor forbade Iorga (very arbitrarily, no doubt) to go out on a Sunday morning. Iorga questioned the decision. The supervisor considered this as an unprecedented arrogance. Iorga, unrepentant, was called before the director of the school. When the director asked what he would do if suspended, he answered defiantly, “Well, if I am suspended I will try to make a future either as a water carrier or as minister in Bulgaria.” After this, the decision was a foregone conclusion; he was suspended again.71 He became neither a water carrier, nor did anyone invite him to Bulgaria to become a minister. He faced great hardships instead; he was homeless, wandering about Iași. Finally, one of his professors took pity on him, assuring him shelter. Later, the professor managed to get him a salaried job in a private school so that Iorga could graduate from high school, and have the opportunity to earn his baccalaureate. He passed the examination at the age of 171/2, earning himself a baccalaureate and qualifying for university study.

What were the influences on Iorga during the first eighteen years of his life? First, the poverty and the humiliations inherent in it. In his early years at the Gymnasium, Iorga had to supplement the family income as a tutor for wealthier schoolmates. On one occasion, he wrote an examination that manifested so much maturity that the professor believed Iorga’s pupil must have plagiarized it, and reprimanded the pupil. The mother of his pupil did not want to believe that Iorga had written the examination on his own. Considering Iorga a cheat, she expelled him from her home. And there was an even more painful incident: once he acquired another tutoring position with a schoolmate, but arriving for the first session, the family took one look at his ragged clothes, and they were afraid, as Iorga put it, “that (he) would infect the offspring of the family. They gave him a coin and terminating his employment, ordered him out of the house.72 There were other painful incidents inherent in his poverty which did not leave the young Iorga’s sensitive soul untouched.

During these years he must have developed some durable ideas about religion and Orthodoxy. Iorga considered all experiences with the Orthodox Church during his childhood and adolescence as proof that Orthodoxy is little but form without content. He bitterly mocked Orthodoxy for the differences that existed between the Scriptures, the realities of the Church, and the behavior of the priests. Iorga referred to it as “Orthodoxy without soul, from which nothing prospered into our being.”73 In his later teens, Iorga refused to go to church because he was “a militant socialist,” reading Marx and Prince Kropotkin’s writings.74 He never failed to remember the formalism and emptiness of religious instruction in the Lyceum. He ridiculed the instructor, a priest, using a book written by the priest’s brother, the bishop of Roman.75 In his works, Iorga rarely missed an opportunity to express his hostility toward organized religion. Reading the seven volumes of his Memorii, the three volumes of his O viață de om așa cum a fost, and his political memoirs Supt trei regi, it is difficult to find any metaphysical experience or reference to divinity — except when he speaks about the Nation. A distant family member, Frasin Munteanu-Râmnic, remembers Easter Sunday, 1932, toward the end of Iorga’s premiership. Iorga was in Bucharest, where he remained because of his duties. With him were his mother (90 at the time), young Frasin Munteanu-Râmnic, and the family’s cook Baba Burta (“Baba Burta” meant “old woman with a paunch” — she was almost a family member). Despite being an agnostic at best, Iorga somehow felt the impact of Orthodox Easter. Madame Zulnia waited for her son’s government limousine to take her to church. Iorga had no intention of going. His mother, below in the living room, sat down at the piano and began to play. Iorga was upstairs in the bedroom. Madame Zulnia called her son down to the piano to listen to her play. “Niculae!” At that point the limousine arrived and the old lady left. Iorga remained alone, and called out from the bedroom to Frasin Munteanu-Râmnic: “Be with me! I don’t wish to be alone.” Young Frasin felt ill at ease as Iorga poured his heart out: “I was always an unbeliever. When I was young, my mother forced me to go to Church. I don’t believe today either. Some of the Iorga family believe that the outburst was due rather to Iorga’s anger about the disorderly conduct of the clergy during the Easter Services.” And then changing the subject: “And I have a wife who is a mother to me, and a mother who acts to me like a wife.”76

In 1940, when the Royal Dictatorship was competing with a fanatically Orthodox Iron Guard, sentiments were firmly religious. Iorga addressed the Association of Orthodox Women. In this definitive speech on religion, he pointed out that religion for him had only a national role; its function being to strengthen the organic being, the nation, through raising morale, coming to the aid of the family, etc. He recalled the Church distributing Bibles in the trenches to the Romanian army in 1917. Without such a function, the Church would become just an over-decorated Pharaoh cult, the Church is complementary to the nation, it can only grow in proportion and in the interests of the nation. “I am someone who has always had my nationalist faith on the margins of my theological knowledge.” Iorga continued, “Orthodoxy is for the nation, not the other way around.” He went on to praise the Uniate Church in Transylvania for its nationalist role, but he claimed to care only about the Romanian Orthodox Church, advising his audience to change the name of their association to “Romanian Orthodox Association of Women.” Such statements were considered daring. In his conclusion, he asserted “until the last man has been lifted into a Christian and nationalist consciousness, the Orthodox Church has not fulfilled its role,” ending defiantly, “I had the courage to say this.”77

What shaped Iorga’s nationalism during his first eighteen years? He conceded that his school education (like all education in Romania at that time) was strongly nationalistic. Yet his nationalistic education suffered several jolts. We saw the visit of Ion Brătianu the Elder. An even greater disappointment was the visit of King Carol I in Iași. With disgust, he remembered the mob of Romanians and Jews, instigated by the political opposition, enacting the ugliest scenes, throwing rotten tomatoes, onions, and eggs on the royal cortege. The Royal Guard and the army made moves to protect the symbol of the nation in that political outbreak.78 Iorga also remembered his visits to the estate of one of his relatives. He saw the peasants beaten by the supervising foreman for arriving a few minutes late. Iorga recalled how he clenched his teeth in fury at the sight. He remembered how the beautiful peasant girls were the prey of the foreman and supervisors, even to his own relations; they had to come at night, out of fear rather than out of desire. This was considered, almost idyllically, a way of life. As Iorga put it, “I left from there a determined enemy of a society which rested on such a base.”79 Iorga’s role in the literary political movement around Sămănătorul is clearly foreshadowed here.

In his last years at the Lyceum, Iorga turned for answers to Marxian Socialism. At the end of the nineteenth century, Marxian Socialism was popular among the intelligentsia in Iași, even in Bucharest. Iorga was introduced to Marx’s ideas by an English minister in Iași, Mayers, and his family. The minister and his son Edward (Iorga’s classmate in the Lyceum) conducted a Marxist debating circle, and Iorga was welcomed. Fifty years later, Iorga chastened, ruefully remembered how impressed he was by Das Kapital. He left his studies “in order to read the abstractions and the naked stone road of syllogisms and sophisms in Marx’s arguments: the laws of supply and demand, of surplus value which belongs to the worker, and of greedy exploiting capital and the theft it perpetrates every day,” of the coming proletarian revolution, and, at the end of the road, salvation: a classless society He even accepted “missionary work”: “to go to the people, to return to Botoșani during the summer vacation, to agitate, to spread the creed.” Iorga made one convert: a former classmate whose conversion to Marxism did not keep him from becoming the proprietor of the town’s most luxurious hotel. The university was to change his convictions altogether. What remained in Iorga from this short brush with Marxism was “the need to be kind to humans, to every human without exception, and to show more kindness to them the more unfortunate they are.”80 Later, Iorga, in his long political activity, took an anti-Marxist, an even stronger anti-Soviet stand. But in attacking communism or the Soviets, he rarely attacks them as socialists. He fulminates against “Maximalists,” Bolsheviks, Communists, against the Soviets, or against “Rakovskiists,” or “Rakovskiism,”81 but rarely do we see Iorga put socialism to the pillory. Here is a passage from an article written in 1920: “While there are many good things in Marxian Socialism, there are also many exaggerations. There are different socialisms. There is the one of Constantin Dobrogeanu-Gherea, who came to us about 30 years ago with Carol Mayer, and also the booklets; Kropotkin — Revista Socială. He explains that he received from it the warm love for the people and peasants. After these people left the scene, the workers remained leaderless. Then came Christian Rakovski’s ideas, and where his ideas would lead one can see in his third fatherland: When a doctrine arrives at its last practical conclusions, as in the case of Rakovskiism, across the Dniester, there is no need to define it, or to judge it; the spectacle speaks for itself. Do we wish to arrive at this? Not only the state, but also the society must defend itself. But in defense, one should not refer to socialism. Whoever the sectarian may be, socialism is much more noble than he.”82 Iorga was not so much against socialism than against the “sectarian’ (Soviet) abuse of the “noble ideas” of socialism.

During his childhood and adolescence, he developed a complex about poverty. Even half a century later, Iorga remembered that during his youth he was “always living out of alms.”83 During the fall of 1888, at the age of 171/2, Iorga entered the Faculty of Letters at the University of Iași, the subdivision of History and Literature, on scholarship.84 Iorga established close relationships with Ștefan Vîrgolici, professor of Romance literature. Educated in Madrid, Vîrgolici, was the first translator of Don Quixote into Romanian history: A.D. Xenopol. His multi-volume history of the Romanians was just beginning to appear. Xenopol was to become a protector of Iorga and, despite ups and downs in their relationship, a sincere friend.

Iorga concentrated on foreign languages, intensifying his study of German, French, Greek, Latin, Italian, and other Romance languages. He continued his readings. In these readings, as Iorga remembered, “the good Emanuil Hayman,” a Jew, was his support, lending the poor student many books from his book shop for a few pennies. He also allowed Iorga to borrow without charge uncut books on condition that he not cut the pages. What were these books? The novels of the great Russians, Tolstoy, Dostoyevsky, and Turgeniev. He pored through the works of Schiller, Mommsen, Karl Wundt’s work in psychology, and Hegel’s Aesthetics. More importantly: the aesthetics of Paul Bourget, J.M. Guyau and E. Hennequi, Hippolyte Taine’s history of the French Revolution, also the classics of antiquity. He read John Stuart Mill’s Logic and many of Carlyle’s works; and practically every book he could lay his hands upon.

Iorga wrote articles for Lupta, Convorbiri Literare (the magazine of the Junimea Society), the socialist periodical Contemporanul, and the Iași literary magazine Arhiva. During his student years, Iorga wrote more about literature than history. Sometimes it is not the courses that we study, or even the books that we read, that exercise the greatest influence on the shaping of our intellectual horizon. It is the people that we encounter. In Iorga’s case it was a young Jew, from a German intellectual family. Iorga describes him as “a noble and righteous soul, passionately interested in Romanian philology and about everything concerning our people, (...) spoke Romanian without the ugly accent of his co-religionists who had lived among us for generations.” Young H. Tiktin introduced Iorga “to the atmosphere of the West” and disciplined, methodical approach to studies. Tiktin helped in printing the fledgling scholar’s first works. Their friendship lasted for a lifetime.85

In his formal studies Iorga showed excellence and passed with case. Difficulties came from the dormitories where he was forced to live. Iorga’s great superiority and failure to communicate with his colleagues bred conflicts. He made no effort to make friends. All he wished was to be left alone, which is easier said than done. Fortunately, there was an older student, physically strong, who took Iorga under his wing. Thus the others left him alone.86 Iorga did not look for company in the university dormitories, not even in the classrooms. He sought it in the intellectual circles of Iași, where he would be accepted because of the articles he wrote and the debates he conducted.

During these student years Iorga met A.C. Cuza, with whom he would be associated as friend (or foe) for the rest of his lifetime. Cuza had just returned from Brussels, where he studied. Still young, elegant, pronouncing his aphorisms and epigrams, charming women about him, and debating with Iorga on the pages of Lupta, he propounded his single-minded, sterile, pathological, anti-Semitic credo.

When Caragiale was attacked for his newest play, Iorga rushed to his defense, establishing thus a valuable contact.87

Attending the University of Iași for little more than one year, Iorga presented his thesis (under the guidance of Xenopol) on the policies of Michael the Brave. Two professors opposed awarding the degree, considering him too young. Despite intrigues from many quarters, Iorga and his protectors managed to ensure his triumphant graduation in December 1889. They organized a banquet for someone referred to in Iași intellectual circles as the “Iorga phenomenon.”88

When his scholarship ended, his perennial financial difficulties returned.89 His protectors got a professorship of Latin at the lycée of Ploiești for him. He would not teach there but he had an income. For many years he shared his salary with another professor doing the actual teaching, which would be a great help to him in his endeavors. His protectors, Professors Vîrgolici and Xenopol, Jacob Negruzzi, and I. Caragiani, undertook every effort to get Iorga a post-graduate travel scholarship. By chance, Prime Minister Teodor Rosetti visited Iași. A direct personal intervention to Rosetti was made on behalf of the “young genius.” Thus Iorga received a scholarship to visit Italy for two months.90 His protectors – who now included the Academician Alexandru Odobescu – were working to obtain a major scholarship to a foreign university, from which he would return with a doctorate.

How much did Iorga’s formal education contribute to his formation? As we saw, he acquired most of his education from his voracious reading. By the very amount, we can attribute a decisive influence to it. Iorga, through his unusual memory and evocative imagination could insert himself into the very heart of any situation about which he read, These readings, and the contacts he made at the university, and later in France and Germany (and during his travels connected with his research) had a much more enduring impact on his formation than his formal studies.

Barely 181/2, in November 1889, he met a girl in Iași called Maria Tasu, whom a few months later he foolishly married. In his autobiography, Iorga dedicated only a few painful lines to his first marriage, saying that for the precipitate decision he “paid later with a lot of suffering and pain.”91 The encounter between Iorga and Maria Tasu, barely 17 at the time, was a romantic one. Iorga noticed the girl, the daughter of the respected president of the Iași Court of Appeals, Vasile Tasu, leaving a photo workshop. He was overwhelmed by her extraordinary beauty, and impulsively entered the photo workshop, where he learned that the girl had had her picture taken; he obtained a copy of the photograph and placed it on his desk. Iorga was living with his uncle, Iancu Iorga, who noticed the picture on his desk. Recognizing the girl he intervened with Judge Vasile Tasu whom he knew well (he was a well-known member of the Iași Junimea Society). Soon the young girl was allowed to spend time with Iorga, and in January 1890 they exchanged engagement rings. Finally, in April 1890, a wedding between Nicolae Iorga and Maria Tasu was celebrated in Iași.92 Shortly after, the newlywed couple left for Italy.

The Iorgas would spend two months of the late spring and early summer travelling up and down Italy. Nowadays, people with prepackaged tours travel through Italy in one or two weeks. In Iorga’s time, a trip to Italy was part and parcel of every intellectual’s education. As the writer’s grandfather — Iorga’s contemporary — used to say: he went to Italy to spend two years; and those two years were meant to last a lifetime. Iorga was so well prepared from his readings for what he would see, that this trip was one of recognition rather than of study. He would return to Italy constantly for the rest of his life. He was very frugal in order to see more. They went first to Venice, that city of dreamlike, mystical qualities, with its canals and palaces, its sunsets and omnipresent past. Particularly for the Romantic — such as Nicolae Iorga — Venice is deeply interesting. For him it was the beginning of a love affair. Later he would found a school there. But he loved Venice, not with the love of Nietzsche, Ruskin, Liszt, or Wagner! Nicolae Iorga, the Eastern Latin nationalist of Greek origins, the future Byzantinist of world renown, found in Venice the classical link between Byzantium and the Latin world, the West and the Levant. Later, as he grew to mistrust great urban agglomerations, he loved the splendid time he spent in Venice, weeks without hearing the horn of an automobile and the other “pretentious vulgarities of ultra-modernism,” as he would call it. Iorga the Byzantinist could not ignore the bitter Greco-Latin controversy during the Middle Ages, especially on the Balkans for, above all, Iorga was a medievalist. Perhaps it was in Venice that he found the best synthesis between the two cultures.

From Venice they went to Padua, where he began his fruitful research about Șerban Vodă Cantacuzino. Then on to Vicenza, Verona, and the imperial capital, Rome. For him (as for anyone else), the past always dwarfed the present in Rome. For the anti-religious agnostic he was, the riches of the Church were an affront. He would never miss out on a pun that could be made on the Church. Milan, the only modern city Italy had in those days, by and large repelled him. Naples was the southernmost point of Iorga’s travels, and he found much time for study in the archives and libraries. By this time he spoke Italian well, and proudly stated his knowledge of the Italian language and his readiness to make contact with the people assured that “he should not be confused with the contemptible masses of strangers in Italy, whom the natives exploit, laughing behind their backs.”93

Iorga always kept a meticulous diary of his travel impressions which would be published later.94 He showed interest in a contemporary poet, Giosue Carducci, who began his career as an anti-religious revolutionary, later becoming a nationalist, glorifying the reigning House of Savoy. Carducci had close relations with the nationalist Prime Minister Crispi, and with Queen Marguerita, and greatly inspired Mussolini later.

After his return from Italy, Iorga frequented the intellectual circles in Bucharest. He was introduced by his father-in-law, Vasile Tasu of the Junimea Society, but by now many people had read Iorga’s articles. He was known.

A few words about the Romanian elite, or the intellectual leadership. They were in those years (perhaps even today) synonymous, forming a kind of Romanian establishment. This is such a narrow upper-crust, that everything that happens within it, even opposition within the establishment — is something like a family affair. Once you are “in,” you are in. (Sometimes one is under the impression that even the Siguranța makes its arrest in a family fashion.)

Iorga was introduced to the great satirist, Caragiale, and his close companions: the Transylvanian poet Vlahuță and the writer Delavrancea. Before (in Iași), he had made a fleeting acquaintance with Vasile Alecsandri. Iorga would have liked to meet the aging Mihail Kogălniceanu, but he could not bring himself to pay a visit to the venerable architect of Romanian independence. He was too shy. Of more consequence was Iorga’s meeting with the intellectual of Romanian Marxism, Constantin Dobrogeanu-Gherea. A Russian Jewish refugee, Gherea’s original name was Solomon Katz. Let Iorga describe him: “... a persecuted, haunted (man) incarcerated in sinister Tsarist Russia, carrying in his sick chest a memory of the Siberian bullet (he received) but (himself) of unlimited goodness. (He was) ready to dedicate his soul to the doctrine (of Marxism) interpreting without the hate present in the violent and narrow-minded manifestations (of Marxism) of others. My nationalism was never repelled by his Jewish origins.” Making a living from running the restaurant of the Ploiești railway station Iorga often visited Gherea there. Gherea expressed desire to establish a literary periodical Literatura și Știința to which Iorga would contribute in the future.95 But despite Iorga’s high school brushing with Marxism, the Junimist criticism of the Romanian system had much more influence on his outlook.

Junimism originated from the discontent of the Moldavian “Protipendata” Boyars, who felt their decreasing role in running the new united Romanian state. This diminishing role was the result of the new (Western) Constitution and of the moving of the capital from Iași to Bucharest. By the 1860s some intellectuals in Iași formulated a pertinent criticism of the changes. No one voiced them more lucidly than Titu Maiorescu. He pointed out the lack of organic development; that the men of 1848 grafted Western institutions and political culture onto foundations of semi-Oriental barbarism. According to him, all this improvisation corresponded neither to the Romanian past, nor to the present. No wonder it was a failure! These improvisations resulted in “pretensions without foundation,” “a body without a soul,” and “illusions without truth,” touching only the upper classes in a meaningless way. Because: “There is only one reality in Romania: the peasant. It was their sweat and suffering which made it possible to maintain this artificial structure which some people call Romanian political culture.”96

Yet, this phenomenon was hardly an exclusively Romanian one. None of these peoples of Eastern Europe had a chance of modern autonomous (as Iorga would call it: an “organic”) development, which by its nature would shield the native cultures from rupture.

According to the Junimists, this system of “form without foundations” was maintained with the help of Politicianism.97 Politicianism was, according to the Junimists, only the instrument to prove that the politicians and politically-engaged attorneys were indispensable for the existence of the Romanian state. The Junimists understood that there was no return to the days of the Organic Regulations, but Titu Maiorescu and Constantin Rădulescu-Motru did not wish any new changes until Romania adjusted psychologically to the existing reforms. Until then, only carefully weighed concessions should be granted to avoid social explosion.98 Not surprisingly these conservatives never gained any mass support; their political demise would come with the introduction of universal suffrage. But other political parties had no mass support until 1918 either. Junimism was opposed to anti-Semitism, considering it to be a barbarous affront to human intelligence.99 Maiorescu’s literary’ views were expressed characteristically: “Since the Romanian public reached maturity in literary taste and selectiveness, there is no more need for literary reviews, let alone literary criticism.” Maybe Maiorescu’s conservatism had the literary’ reviews of V. Belinsky in mind, which were much more than literary reviews. The Junimists wanted literature to be separated from politics; to remain l’art pour l’art, with no social content desirable. Emphasizing the difference between civilization and culture, Romania remained, as far as Rădulescu-Motru was concerned, a gigantic caricature of the West, a situation which Politicianism perpetuated for its selfish interests, creating a “pseudo-culture.”100

Iorga (like Eminescu) was strongly influenced by Junimist criticism, not unlike Rădulescu-Motru or Simion Mehedinți. But Iorga had some important reservations: first, the Junimist insistence on the complete separation of art and politics; secondly, the Junimists’ belief that no individual should relinquish his identity for the sake of the nation.

In those years Iorga had some contact with Populism, widespread in Romania, called the equivalent of the Russian Narodniki — Poporanism in Romanian. For its origins (as in so many instances in Romania), one must look across the Prut. Not surprisingly one of its most important representatives, Constantin Stere, came from Bessarabia. Populism was a reaction to Marxism, which had little to offer the peasantry’. Many Eastern European intellectuals thought that Marxism was only valid for Western industrial countries. No worker’s movement made sense without a working class deserving of the name. Marxism was very ambiguous about the peasantry. The peasants were a class with a petit-bourgeois mentality; yet, Marxists made stern efforts to win the landless agrarian proletariat over. Some solution had to be found for the burning problems of countries with a peasant majority, with miserable agrarian population. Stere and other important Populist ideologues rejected Western industrialization. Like their Russian counterparts, they did not wish to lead the peasants through a “Capitalist Cavalry.” The model for Stere or Garabet Ibrăileanu was the Danish, Dutch, or Swiss village, and Stere considered the goals of nationalism superior to social revolution. A moderate anti-Semite, he considered the Jews to be the representatives of “vagabond capital.” The Populists did not blame Romanian problems on Western institutions, but on social and structural causes, proposing to confront and remove these causes.

In art and literature, the Populists did not recognize the impartiality of the writer or the artist. Stere (like his counterparts in Russia) thought that the writer must make everyone love the people (that is: the peasantry), helping to disseminate knowledge about them. The writer was supposed to contribute to the enlightenment and the uplifting of the people through a popular literature. This meant the establishment of political and social criteria for gauging artistic works. As Nikolai Nekrasov put it, “One does not have to be a poet, but one is under the obligation to be a citizen.”

Iorga subscribed to the Populist theory on art and literature, although he rejected most of its political ideas. Junimism was closer to Iorga’s political ideas, but he opposed its notion of l’art pour l’art. He wanted to put political commitment into the service of Emincscu’s nationalism — as Șeicaru called it — to create a sort of “Nationalist Realism.”101 The political ideas and goals of Populism were unacceptable to Iorga: “Populism makes no sense in this domain.” Because one cannot lift the people up through literature, “if there is anything which can accomplish the task of uplifting, it is only nationalism, because, as it happens to be, a nation has a soul; but an international, vulgar mob, the ‘people,’ which only works and suffers, has none.”102 For Populists, it was irrelevant whether the landlord or exploiters were of Romanian or of other ethnic-origins. Their only interest was to help the peasants and the workers. For them, only the peasants and the workers constituted more than just them; and the nation was more important than class. Yet ultimately, neither Marxism nor Junimism would be adopted by Iorga as his political philosophy, but the nationalism of the poet laureate, Mihai Eminescu.

Iorga did not embrace Eminescu immediately. Eminescu came after Iorga had familiarized himself with a whole spectrum of thought. But Eminescu would become the decisive influence, shaping his political, literary, and (to a certain extent) historical work. Above all: Eminescu’s ideas formed Iorga’s concept of the nation. Accordingly, comprehending Eminescu’s message was like “a lightning bolt of revelation, a transcendental experience, as though it had come from another world.” He continued to praise Eminescu’s language: “Triumphing over the inherent difficulties of making use of a language only recently resurrected.” Eminescu sounded like “a religious organ, tearing the soul apart.” He freely admitted that it took time for him (and his generation) to make the realization. But “suddenly we found ourselves confronted with a kind of poetry which ruled out the snickering and smiles of the drawing room. Either there is total incomprehension, or there is unconditional submission to his message. We fretted and struggled before; I myself passed through this identity crisis. In the beginning, his books seemed to be scaled with seven seals for us; then, suddenly, our soul opened completely to his message, and we wondered why did we not understand Eminescu from the beginning? As if we would have tread on the road to Damascus, like Saul, the one who did not understand the Word. Suddenly, an inexorable light shone so powerfully that we fell to the ground before the demi-god’s passage; and this demi-god never left our soul afterwards. Our entire generation wishes to identify with him. We speak Eminescu’s language, we think his thoughts and wish to live his clean life, dedicated to our country alone, a life full of sacrifices, (a life) which felt nothing but contempt for material gratifications, a life disdainful of self-interest. This kind of life we wish to live.”

The nationalist message of the “demi-god” (Eminescu) determined Iorga’s nationalism and Iorga’s life. Eminescu’s goal — he identifies it as his “supreme law” — was the preservation of his country and its ethnic identity. Because, if Romanians would lose their unique national characteristics, they would also lose their right to survive. For Eminescu this ethnicity transcended everything. Any means were justified for its preservation; values, individuals — even facts! — were important only as long as they contributed to the fundamental goal: the preservation of the nation and safeguarding of the national interest. This was so paramount of a significance to Eminescu that it was to be protected even at the cost of employing methods of duplicity, and sacrificing one’s integrity of humaneness. Consequently, the national interest must determine every political, cultural, and educational decision.

Thus, in Eminescu’s eyes, what he called “American liberalism” (or Western humanitarian values) might imperil the uniqueness of the Romanian ethnic character, and should therefore be rejected.103

Eminescu, Romania’s greatest poet, was also a native of Botoșani. Like Iorga, he was of non-Romanian ethnic origins, the family’s original name being Eminovici, of Polish-Ukrainian, Serbian, Armenian or other roots.

He rejected the incomplete and superficial Westernization of 1848. Eminescu recognized only two positive classes in Romania: the nobility and, above all, the peasantry. Any development must be based on the peasant, and it must be an organic one. His nationalism is associated with Junimist thought, but he was less of an elitist than the likes of Petre P. Carp. Eminescu was closer to the peasants than to the boyars.104 It should not be surprising that Eminescu was the literary discovery and protege of Titu Maiorescu. He permanently published in Convorbiri Literare, taking part in many a Iași Junimea session. His short life — he lived 39 years — was full of suffering. Educated in Cernăuți, Vienna, and Berlin, he was familiar with world literature, that of Antiquity and of the Orient, especially with German literature, and with works of German philosophy. German literature meant for him above all the Spä-Romantik (Heine, Hölderlin, Novalis, et al.), and the atmosphere of Jena. It was from here that Eminescu received his sentimental, religious, metaphysical pessimism, as well as his romantic nationalism. He would always be fascinated by history and folklore. Eminescu took a strong stand against the many foreigners despoiling Romania. They — according to Eminescu — passed through the Romanian lands, conquered, robbed, pillaged, and raped, and more often than not, stayed to exploit and to rule.105

By his late twenties and early thirties, Eminescu fell gravely ill, mainly because of the strains of his great efforts. He died at the age of thirty-nine. Amongst his writings were over three hundred political articles for Timpul, in which he attacked the political establishment and the realities of pseudo-Westernization. He hammered away at Politicianism, which, according to him, “through a ruthless political machine distributes miserably paid bureaucratic jobs, creating a proletariat of the pen!” He called such a democracy a budgetary democracy, as opposed to a real one: a democracy of work. The patriotism of Politicianism is the love of the country’s budget, rather than of the country; exploiting the country’s dwindling resources to the utmost.106 Like Carp, he criticized the Liberals for preventing the advent of a real democracy. He demanded respect for the existing laws, which called for free elections. According to Eminescu, Liberal policies delivered the country’ into foreign hands that dominated the economy, as well as cultural and public life. He elegantly referred to them as a “Xenocracy.”

Iorga always considered the Western democratic message to be respectable. Many aspects of it could be adapted, but not copied in the manner of the “odious” Liberals! Because Romania had a different past, its development could only be organic. Solutions to problems would have to grow out of Romanian tradition.

Although Iorga adapted Eminescu’s nationalist creed — practically without reservation — yet, the sad metaphysical pessimism omnipresent in the works of the poet laureate is absent from that of Iorga. Perhaps because Iorga was above all a fighter. Thus, pessimist resignation, so Eminescian, was out of the question.

After introductory rounds within the Bucharest intellectual establishment, Iorga left with his wife, in the fall of 1890, to spend three years abroad, in study and research. He obtained a scholarship with the help of Odobescu and Xenopol, to help him learn the Greek language to perfection. Later, he changed his major to history.

The Iorgas arrived in Paris, where he enrolled at the Ecole Practique des Hautes Etudes, settling down in the “Quartier” (in the Latin Quarter). They lived in the Paris of the fin-de-siècle, but Iorga was too much engaged in his studies to have time for the lively delights of the times. He was completely isolated. Financial insufficiencies of his scholarship also imposed restraints. He lived austerely, friendless, never visiting the home of any colleague. The Iorgas went to the theater, sometimes even to the Opera, and on Sundays went on excursions.

Concerning his studies at the Ecole des Hautes Etudes, we are back to square one: “I find nothing in school which interests me.”107 As usual, his readings and personal experiences were responsible for widening his horizons. He acquainted himself with the magnificent holdings of the Bibliothèque Nationale, the greatest library he had seen in his life (he would contract a lifelong relationship with it); he spent much time in the archives of the Arsenal; and purchased every book his budget would allow in used book stores. What did Iorga read? Montaigne, Ronsard, Boileau, Florian, Béranger, Diderot, Chénier, Rousseau, Chateaubriand, Voltaire and other philosophers, all the Romantics, Hugo, Lamartine, Champfleury, Stendhal, Mérimée. He read Balzac with appreciation, and Zola, who carried Balzac’s realism much further; Dumas, also Mallarme (whom he considered decadent). He read some contemporaries, Ohnet, Feuillet, Bourget, Loti, and Vallès, the writers and poets of antiquity. Virgil, Pindar, and the dramatists, like Euripides. He steeped himself in Shakespeare and other English writers; but his information on English literature came from Taine. Of German authors he read Heine, Lenau, Körner, Ruckert, Uhland, Murger. Iorga admired Goethe for his equilibrium and self-control. He read also Kant and Schopenhauer. He could read the great Russian novelists and poets Tolstoy, Turgeniev, Dostoyevsky, as well as Pushkin and Lermontov only in French translation. And there was Desiderius Erasmus, whom he considered one of the deepest philosophical spirits who ever lived, placing him on the same level as Voltaire, and claiming that Erasmus’s humor made perhaps as great a contribution to the Reformation as Luther himself. In Romanian literature, he re-read Eminescu more deeply and profoundly than before, his admiration for the man and the Romanian peasantry increasing ever more.108

But the fin-de-siècle Paris did penetrate the isolated world in which the scholar Iorga had withdrawn: the Paris of Ravachol and Anarchist bombs, exploding around him; that of President Saadi Carnot; the cortege of the good-willed, unhappy Emperor of Brazil, Dom Pedro, passing through the Place de la Concorde into exile; the blunt, anti-Republican General Boulanger, and that of Paul Déroulède, whom Iorga qualified as “nationalistic”109; and the periodic demonstrations at Strasbourg’s statue. These were the years of the Franco-Russian Entente Cordiale, and Iorga, a subject of a Hohenzollern ruler, did not have it easy. On one occasion, an insolent French student asked: “Why don’t you let yourself be annexed to the Russians?”110

Of all his professors at the Ecole, Iorga was somewhat impressed by Professor Duchesne who, with Professor Gabriel Monod, edited Revue Historique, but it was Charles Bémont who would remain a friend and associate for the rest of his life. Iorga contributed several articles to Revue Historique, Revue Critique, and Revue D’Orient Latin. Charles Langlois played a cardinal role in Iorga’s studies, advising him to undertake his study of Philippe de Mézieres. At the Institute, Iorga encountered the spirits of Renan and of Jules Michelet. He learned to appreciate the latter not so much for his method as for his interest in every small nation’s history, and his arrival at the contours of universal history on the basis of detailed study of small nations.

Reading Iorga’s Life of Philippe de Mézieres shows how he wrote history, what history meant to him, and how he would write history. Through his search in the Arsenal archives, Iorga felt able to write about a man “whom I knew personally, with whom I lived, whose painful aspirations and ideals I shared, whom I accompanied on long journeys, and with whom I spent time in the cell of the Celestine monastery in Paris, where he retreated, in supreme disillusion, with one desire, that death should redeem him from all his sufferings.”111 Thus the history of the last chancellor of Cyprus was born, somebody who preached a crusade during the fourteenth century. He would have been a great leader had he only been born three hundred years before.

Meanwhile, Iorga continued reading English literature, Bulwer-Lytton, Dickens, and Thackeray. He read (in Portuguese) O Parnaso Lusitano, Luis Camoes, and Gil Vicente, and fought his way through the original Dano-Norwegian of Bjornsterne Bjoernson. He could get along in any language except the Slavic and Turanic ones. This was unfortunate, since Romanian documents until the seventeenth century were written in Church Slavonic — a handicap Iorga freely recognized.112 His research on Philippe de Mézieres took him to the Vatican Archives and to England. Iorga was impressed by London: “The Avenue d’Opera in Paris seems provincial compared to the life and traffic of London.” He visited Oxford’s Bodleian Library, where he read the correspondence between Mézieres and Richard II, Carlyle on Fredrick II and on Cromwell, who always fascinated Iorga. Iorga’s wife accompanied him, taking notes and transcribing documents. This was the beginning of the family teamwork Iorga would expand in his second marriage. Both his wife and his children cooperated in his scholarly and political efforts.113

The Ecole des Hautes Etudes did not award degrees, only a diploma witnessing the student’s attendance. After his examinations, Iorga transferred to the University of Berlin, the condition of his scholarship being that he obtain a doctorate. After his examinations, Professor Monod wrote a letter to Iorga’s mentor, A.D. Xenopol, pointing out symptoms that would mark Iorga’s career. Conceding the excellence of Iorga’s scholarship, Monod remarked that Iorga “improvises in learning, and by undertaking too much, is overlooking the school’s tradition.”114

In early 1893, the Iorgas traveled to Berlin. Berlin was becoming a modern Weltstadt, but not in an organic fashion. It was a swollen growth completed after the Industrial Revolution. He was received in Berlin in a friendly way; after all, he came from a country ruled by a Hohenzollern. Yet, the Prussian “Soldateska” irritated Iorga. He describes the army officers in their uniforms, with their arms and decorations, helmets with (or without) eagles, forcing everyone to clear out of the way, the Drill und Exerzizien, and contrasted them with “the easygoing red caps of the French officers.”115 Iorga enrolled in the Fridericus-Wilhelmina University, where he immediately noticed how the bells rang the start of classes, something unimaginable in France.

The Iorgas took a room in a boarding house owned by a Jewish lady. In the house there was a truly international atmosphere. Besides Iorga, there were Americans, Greeks, Japanese, Hungarians, and other Romanian students.

But Iorga did not feel himself at home in Berlin. He made only one friend, Richard Sternfeld, a poor Jew, an admirer of French culture and of music. Sternfeld helped Iorga much in his research on Thomas III, the Marquis of Saluzzo. The Marquis was an important personality around 1400, a political thinker with great moral values, and author of books which fascinated contemporary princes. In Iorga’s study of Thomas III, we can identify his approach to history. The study was not undertaken in a rigid scientific spirit, dominated by dates and names. Iorga tried to reconstruct the life and times of his subject. All this was presented in a literary form.116 But a technicality loomed over Iorga. He had to swear that he wrote his thesis without the help of anyone. But Iorga did not master the German language to write his dissertation without help. So he had to transfer to Leipzig, where no such regulations existed in order to receive his doctorate. After five months Iorga went to Leipzig. As he remarked: “I leave Berlin without regret.”117

He had not wasted the time in Berlin, for he collected many documents concerning Romanian history in the archives and libraries. He found even more in Leipzig. Iorga felt better in Leipzig. As he later explained: “Here life was born, not made.” Leipzig merchants had longstanding trade relations with Romania (after whom the Strada Lipscani in Bucharest was named). It was not “the solemn precise life of Berlin.” Iorga worked feverishly in the archives, where he found quite a few documents on sixteenth and seventeenth century Romanian history. He wrote about them to Xenopol happily, naively unaware that he was intruding upon the turf of his protector. Xenopol’s answer disabused him: “It is I who wrote the history of Romania and there is no need to write further about it.” Xenopol urged him to concentrate on universal history, because the Chair of Universal History awaited him at the University of Iași. Fortunately, Iorga was not discouraged and continued his research, patiently gathering all the material he could find about Romania.118

At the University of Leipzig, Iorga made a life-long friend: Professor Karl Lamprecht. Lamprecht helped him publish some of his studies on Romanian and Ottoman history. Since his transfer to the University of Leipzig was a technicality, he graduated in August 1893 with honors. With time and money left, he traveled to other European libraries and archives to gather materials on Romanian history. In spite of the hard work he would also absorb the sights. He always observed people first, then the sights, both man-made and natural, finally distilling these impressions into the history of the place. But, as Iorga put it: “There is no city and no country which would possibly awaken my interest if it does not have libraries or archives.”119 The materials gathered in Germany mostly concerned the history of the late Middle Ages up to the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. They provided details of connections between German courts and Constantinople, relating to the Principalities. Iorga remained a medievalist. He tried to get to the roots of Romanian history. He evidently wrote a lot of modern history but according to his concept, modern events were continuations or consequences of older historical situations. They were therefore of secondary status. In searching for documents, Iorga was guided by the concept of Romanian history being indivisible; events occurring in Transylvania or Bessarabia were also the subject of his research. He was fortunate enough to see Dresden and Nuremberg before their destruction. Afterwards he traveled to Munich, to see another face of Germany — that of the Catholic South — where he discovered many Romanian historical treasures. He continued towards the Alps, to Tyrol, where the south of this province seemed completely Italian to him. The Tyroleans impressed him. Their nature-child peasant ways offered a refreshing contrast to the “rotten, bureaucratized Vienna.”120

From Innsbruck Iorga proceeded to Venice, to the Frari Archives, then to the state archives of Milan. In Milan he angrily discovered how Hungarians had falsified a reference to John Hunyadi. Original documents referred to him as “Ioan Hunyadi Vallaco” (the Wallachian), but Hungarians referred to him as “Ioan Hunyadi Transilvano” (the Transylvanian). Fruitful research followed in Florentine archives, and in those of Genoa about Genoese outposts in the Pontus, and the Crimea. So Iorga began to reconstruct the obliterated Romanian history piece by piece, as one would work on a Byzantine mosaic. As he put it, “With these treasures, which awaited only elaboration and a broader base to establish the history of my people, during the summer of 1894, I returned to Romania after years of assiduous studies.”121 One cannot escape from the Romantic image of the Vormärz period: a gifted, nationalist historian searching patiently in the dusty archives, emerging thence with the long forgotten history of his nation.

In Romania, Iorga turned to literature, an interest which he could not sufficiently cultivate during his absence abroad.122 For him, literature was both inseparable from history, and both inseparable from nationalism, having an inter-determining effect on each other.

In Bucharest, he found the general intellectual upheaval which characterized the Romanian scene in the last decade of the nineteenth century. Iorga managed to get into a quarrel with Convorbiri Literare about Romanian phonetics and spelling, clashing even with B.P. Hașdeu.123 His ties with other literary magazines like Revista Nouă or Lupta, worsened. The Caragiale-Vlahuță-Delavrancea literary triangle underwent several upheavals. When Iorga presented Caragiale a novel, he received such sarcastic comments that he tossed his work into the fire.124 At this time Iorga wrote in Adevărul Ilustrat that “Literary criticism has no value if not through the symbiosis between the critic and the one who creates the piece of literature, even more important is love, a naive, childlike, consuming love of art.”125 We can see here the contours of Sămănătorism emerging. His relation to Caragiale turned sour. The great satirist was too uncommitted for Iorga; Caragiale would not identify with any political current, or party. His aesthetic criticism of the Romanian scene was so acidic and unredeeming that the young, idealistically nationalist Iorga considered it evidence of an outright hatred for Romania. The relationship between Iorga and Gherea (and his Literatura și Știința) went awry when Gherea demanded an ideological commitment which Iorga was neither willing nor able to give. Gherea interpreted one of Iorga’s poems as revolutionary, although he had expressed only personal disillusionment. Iorga made further literary attempts in periodicals like Timpul, and others.

He made a historical contribution based on documents he had so assiduously collected. His Contribution to the History of Wallachia during the Sixteenth Century was accepted for publication by the Romanian Academy of Sciences. Between 1895 and 1897 Iorga published the three-volume Acte și fragmente privitoare la istoria românilor (Acts and Fragments about the History of the Romanians), containing more than two thousand documents from the period between 1839 and 1786. Thus, the obstacles were removed before his appointment to a chair in history; but he was not to be appointed at the University of Iași. The position to which Iorga sought appointment was the vacant chair of Universal History at the University of Bucharest. Both Xenopol and Odobescu supported him with their recommendations. The examination was a competitive one; in October 1894, Iorga narrowly won the competition and temporary appointment to the chair.126

The debutante Iorga was confronted with the intense hostility of three powerful Bucharest history professors: Professor Tocilescu; Professor Urechia; above all, with the hostility of Professor Maiorescu, the most formidable ideologue of the Junimea Society, who had an unchallenged influence over the university. Iorga was close to Junimist ideas, nevertheless the conflict between Maiorescu and him went beyond ideology. In Maiorescu’s eyes Iorga was “the pupil of Gherea, the protege of Hașdeu and Odobescu, the Iorga who wrote for the journals of the competition, a man of the left, and worst of all, an intruder from Iași,” for, according to Maiorescu (as Iorga saw it), “within the faculties all positions were to be filled by his students, one after the other, after all, he has prepared them philosophically for the task.” Iorga would see an “edgy rudeness of the soul hiding behind this former pupil of the Viennese Theresianum.”127

But the great clash between Maiorescu and Iorga was a conflict of personalities. For the last twenty years, Maiorescu had been the dominating personality at the University of Bucharest, retaining the unanimous respect of the student body, even when most of the students had considered themselves socialists. He was a sort of arbiter elegantiarum. It is difficult to imagine a greater contrast than the one that existed between Iorga and Maiorescu. Maiorescu was cold and measured, Iorga full of passion and exaggeration. Maiorescu made his point with the harmony of his sentences and balanced arguments, Iorga with the unexpected dialectical pari and colorful expressions. If Maiorescu resembled Goethe’s Conversations With Eckermann, there was no parallel or prototype for Nicolae Iorga, or perhaps, for his lecturing, Michelet, as a writer, Victor Hugo. Those professors trying to follow in Maiorescu’s footsteps arrived at lectures and finished them exactly on the hour, since everything (the length and delivery of the lecture) had been strictly timed. Nothing foreseen could occur. Into this atmosphere of harmony (as some witnesses, including Șeicaru, pointed out), Iorga introduced an unexpected contrast, as though one had interrupted a Mozart Sonata or a Haydn symphony by inserting a Wagnerian prelude. Since Maiorescu had more than a few supporters, this personality conflict gave rise to intrigues with which anyone having spent in academe will be familiar. They were aggravated by Iorga’s youth, talent, and inflexibility, ensuring that professional jealousy would erupt into power struggles. Most of us know only too well these demoralizing intrigues. It would give us only dubious comfort that the University of Bucharest at the fin-de-siècle was not very different from our present academies. Iorga freely recognized his own attitudes: “In face of insults I could never rest calm like those who could have inherited a different kind of blood.”128 These intrigues would stop only when those who spun them tired of doing so. What made these connivances so protracted? Perhaps because usually so little was at stake. Sometimes petty financial stakes or politics were involved, but the central issue was generally ego.

Iorga made a close friendship with Ioan Bogdan, a professor of Slavistic from Brașov (who would become his brother-in-law), whom he characterized as a European, with orderly, clear thinking. He mockingly described how his older colleagues looked on with incredulity as he dared to establish a friendship with young Bogdan, without feeling “what dangers he risked by associating with a man who stated openly his position about people and things.”129 Understandably, the older Byzantine foxes of the faculty must have felt menaced by the sincerity of Professor Bogdan. Iorga’s other young faculty friend was D. Onciul from Cernăuți. He had an Austrian sense of strict philological method. The Iorga-Bogdan-Onciul trio brought youth, a new Western scientific method and responsibility, and close friendly relations to the students.

It was Maiorescu’s dubious pleasure to introduce Iorga before his first lecture, done with a style that Europeans call “correct.” Its brevity allowed for a cold hostility: “I recommend to you Mr. Iorga, who will lecture you on history.”130 Iorga’s opening lecture was entitled “The Present Concept of the Genesis of History.” Within ten years, Iorga had won over the student body. The slogan bandied about was brief: “With Iorga or with Maiorescu!” If by 1904 most students became Iorghists that was due to the “apostolic” role, as it was later known, that Iorga assumed for himself in politics. During the coming years, especially in 1897 and 1898, he lectured on “the general outline of the history of the Middle Ages,” and he held a seminar on “the sources of the Crusades during the fifteenth century,”131 conducting the seminar in his home.

Meanwhile, never attracted by luxury or comfort, the Iorgas lived in modesty, but still happily. His first marriage still gave him a “steadying influence and happiness.”132 His success in digging up unknown documents on Romania’s past made it possible for him to go abroad on his university salary, on research leaves. Thus during 1895-96 he left again for Venice working in the Archivo Notarile. He traveled again to Milan, Genoa, Rome, Florence, Naples, Ferrara, and Bologna. In Bologna, as in Padua before, it was Iorga who discovered the correspondence of Constantin Cantacuzino. Until then considered the work of anonymous writers, this correspondence elevated Cantacuzino to the level of Dimitrie Cantemir, giving him his place in Romanian history, the real power behind Constantin Brâncoveanu.

Iorga visited Assisi, Orvieto, and Urbino, descended to Ancona and from there he crossed the sea to Zara. From there it was on to Ragusa, where he worked for a long period in the archives and was overwhelmed by the beauty of the city. As he said, “In Dalmatia I feel myself in Italy, and yet I am not in Italy.” From Ragusa he returned to Bari, then on to Northern Germany, to Danzig, working in the archives of the Teutonic Order; then through Lwow and Cracow (whose beautiful historical center Iorga called “Polish Ragusa.”) In Königsberg, Iorga had conversations with Germans and sensed that dangerous naivete of Wilhelminian Germany. Germans lectured him about Germany’s destiny “being on the sea, on the oceans.” In 1899, Iorga went to Vienna where his disgust for the Viennese was compensated by the emporium of documents (on the history of Transylvania and Michael the Brave) in the archives. Then he went to Innsbruck, where he wrote “practically in one breath” the history of Chilia and Cetatea-Albă, unraveling the medieval history of the mouth of the Danube.133
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