
Psychological Aspects Concerning
Avram Iancu’s Condition in the Years

Following the 1848 Revolution

THE PERSONALITY of Avram Iancu (1824–1872), one of the most important leaders of the
Transylvanian Romanians during the 1848 Revolution, received great attention from the
Romanian intelligentsia during his lifetime, due to his involvement in the Romanians’ fight

for national emancipation. The majority of his contemporaries reported radical changes in his behav-
ior during the last two decades of his life, later interpreted by the historians as a consequence of
the disappointment which he had experienced during the 1848–1849 Revolution and in its
aftermath. In our research we will analyze the main testimonies regarding Avram Iancu’s condi-
tion from the perspective of evidence-based psychology, and we shall highlight the main emotional,
cognitive and behavioral aspects that marked his condition during the last period of his life.
Now we will present a few considerations about the main sources we used in our analysis and
later on we shall present the psychological concepts we used.

Our sources are mainly the testimonies of Avram Iancu’s contemporaries regarding his con-
dition after the Revolution. From the large number of testimonies concerning his final years,1

we selected only those which described his psychological condition and his behavior. We have relied
especially on the testimonies belonging to personalities that knew him and were written in the stud-
ied period or immediately after his death. Other testimonies, written after 1872, were less uti-
lized and we would refer to them only if they confirmed or infirmed a certain behavior. The
most important sources for our research are the testimonies written by Alexandru Papiu-Ilarian,
Dionisie Pãscuþiu, George Bariþiu and Axente Sever. We will now explain the importance of
these sources and the context in which they were written.

Alexandru Papiu Ilarian was one of Avram Iancu’s closest friends, as they had been colleagues
at the Law School in Cluj and also at the Royal Court of Law in Târgu-Mureº. He was also an active
supporter of the Romanian Revolution of 1848–1849, where he took part in the organization of
the first two Blaj assemblies, and later on became a member of the Romanian National Committee.
After the revolution he continued his legal studies in Vienna and Padua and then settled in the
Romanian Principalities, where he played an important role as a journalist and a jurist.2 His testi-
mony about Avram Iancu is the subject of two letters written in 1855, on 13 October and 12
November, to his friends Simion Bãrnuþiu and August Treboniu Laurian. These important sources
were published for the first time in 1972 by the historians Ioan Chidriº and Iosif Pervain,3 togeth-
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er with an unsent version of the second letter.4 Their complete publication during the communist
period was not possible due to the censorship that forbade their publication in 1968 because of
certain passages considered slanderous for the memory of Avram Iancu.5

We consider that Papiu’s testimony about Avram Iancu’s condition is the most important,
not just because of the rich information offered about his problems in 1855, but also because of
the context of its drafting. Although it is possible that the sender considered the publication of
his letters in some journal in Iaºi, as Ioan Chindriº and Iosif Pervain suggested, because of the atten-
tion given to the improvement of the texts,6 we didn’t find any evidence that these writings
were published at the time. We believe that in 1855 such a text would have been difficult to
publish even in Moldavia, due to the high popularity of Avram Iancu. Considering that these
letters were addressed to Bãrnuþiu, Laurian and probably to others of their close friends, we believe
that this testimony presents the facts in a very realistic way, closer to the truth than other testi-
monies that were drafted in other circumstances.

The second source used for our research is the testimony of Dionisie Pãscuþiu (1825–1902),
a philologist and a much respected publicist of his time, former Romanian teacher at the gym-
nasium of Oradea and then lawyer in Buteni and Fãget.7 He recounted a meeting he had with Avram
Iancu in Hãlmagiu, on 3 September 1871, which was published in Familia magazine (in Pest).8

His testimony is important because it presents Avram Iancu’s condition one year before his
death. He describes two very intriguing episodes, including some sensorial experiences Iancu
told him he had, which could be interpreted as hallucinations. Although we don’t know when
he met Iancu for the first time, because Pãscuþiu didn’t participate in the 1848–1849 Revolution,
we can see that he held him great esteem for his past actions, considering that all his efforts
served the emancipation of the Romanian nation.9

The third relevant testimony belongs to George Bariþiu (1812–1893), one of the most promi-
nent Romanian journalists of the 19th century, who played an important role in the 1848–1849
Romanian Revolution, as a member of the Romanian National Committee and of several Romanian
delegations to the authorities. After the revolution, George Bariþiu continued his cultural and jour-
nalistic activity, becoming a member of the astra association in 1861 and of the Romanian Academic
Society in 1866.10 His testimony about Avram Iancu is a part of an article dedicated to the former
revolutionary leader a few months after his death and was published in November 1872, in Transilvania
magazine (Braºov).11 It was a moment when the memory of Iancu and of his deeds was still very pres-
ent in the mind of his contemporaries, who were deeply impressed by his death. 

The last important testimony used in our research belongs to Ioan Axente Sever (1821–1906),
one of Iancu’s closest friends, a former prefect of the Blaj legion during the 1848–1849 Revolution
and later on a deputy in the Transylvanian Diet between 1863 and 1865.12 In 1873, Axente
Sever published an article in Gazeta de Transilvania (Braºov) about Avram Iancu and his role in the
1848–1849 Romanian Revolution, in which he presented a few considerations about his condi-
tion in his last years.13

To correctly interpret these testimonies, we must always be aware that Avram Iancu gained a
huge prestige in the eyes of his contemporaries due to his role in the 1848 events, thus becom-
ing a symbol of the Romanian nation. This is the reason why, when they referred to the changes
in his behavior, the Romanian intelligentsia was cautious, because they didn’t want to offend the
national pride.14 Thus we can explain Papiu Ilarian’s efforts in minimizing the dysfunctional
traits of his friend’s behavior: “Without any reproach for this world, I couldn’t say that Iancu is
mad. The only thing I say is that I am amazed that, after all that he has suffered, this man is not
completely ruined. And if he can keep the sanity of his mind, given the mockery and depriva-
tions that afflicted him, then I would be forced to confess that Iancu was more than an extraor-
dinary man.”15



Axente Sever completely denied any dysfunctional behavior that could be linked to Avram
Iancu, in his article published in 1873: “Since 1852, bad people, who never knew Iancu closely,
who didn’t know his aspirations and his desires and couldn’t explain their consequences, named
it madness. I have met him several times, I’ve hosted him in my house for six weeks. He never told
me a single mad word and I didn’t see the smallest sign of madness in his behavior.”16

After this presentation of the sources, in what follows we shall present the psychological
apparatus used to interpret these sources.

It was said that in his last years Avram Iancu was mad. First, we would like to define the con-
struct of mental disorder as described in the dsm 5 (Diagnosis and Statistical Manual of Mental
Disorders): “It is a syndrome characterized by clinically significant disturbance in an individual’s
cognition, emotion regulation, or behavior that reflects a dysfunction in the psychological, bio-
logical, or developmental processes underlying mental functioning. Mental disorders are usually
associated with significant distress or disability in social, occupational, or other important activi-
ties.”17

In order to better understand how a mental disorder is developed, psychologists use concep-
tualization models. One such model is the stress-vulnerability one, proposed by Joseph Zubin
and Bonnie Spring in 1977.18 It can specify why some people present a higher risk of develop-
ing an emotional disorder.19

Now we will define the key terms of the model. Vulnerability is the element which raises or
decreases a person’s chances to develop certain disorders when he/she is confronted with certain
stressors.20 This component can include genetic, biologic, physiologic, cognitive or personality fac-
tors.21

Stress can be defined from a clinical point of view as an interaction between an activating event
(stimulus) and our cognitive system, an interaction which, through the demands it imposes on our
system, overtaxes the organism’s resources.22 Some stressors are related with daily problems, as
we shall see, also in the case of Avram Iancu.23 It’s important to mention that some events are
considered stressors for most people, as a consequence of filo-onto-genetic evolution, so they allow
us to make predictions regarding the way most people would react in a certain situation. There are,
though, individual elements in processing an event, related to personal resources such as resilience.
Some people might not be affected by an event which would affect most people.24 The ratio between
the intensity of stressful events and vulnerability is different in different disorders.25

Further, we will use the grid offered by the model we presented to describe the evolution of
the psychological state of Avram Iancu, in the period which followed the Revolution of 1848–1849.
We will describe the stressors in his life, as they are presented by the sources. Not having access
to the thoughts he had regarding these events, we have to take into consideration the memoirs
his close friends left us and a series of deductions, taking into consideration what we earlier
mentioned—some stressors might have similar outcomes for the majority of the people. 

These factors will be grouped into three categories in chronological order: factors before the
1848 Revolution, those that manifested themselves during the events that happened in 1848
and 1849, and factors that followed the revolution.

Regarding the period before the revolution, there are memoirs of his contemporaries about his
main interest in the peasant problem in Transylvania. His friend Iosif Sterca Şuluþiu remem-
bered an incident that happened on 15 January 1847 when he attended one of the Diet meet-
ings together with Iancu. He describes a reaction the future prefect had upon hearing the debates
on the peasant problem: “he moaned like a bull and he was trembling, when a seizure and nerv-
ous fit got him: he was shaking with fever.”26 The revolution meant new challenges for Avram
Iancu, as he was actively involved in its progress in the spring of 1848. He was involved in the
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preparation of the first manifestos of the young clerks from Târgu-Mures, he participated in the
popular assemblies which took place in Blaj and he was mainly affected by the radicalization of
the Hungarians against the Romanians. Following the events in Mihalþ at the beginning of
June, Avram Iancu and many other young Romanian leaders gathered on 6 June at Câmpeni to
organize the peasant army.27

After the third Blaj assembly, together with his legion, Auraria Gemina, Iancu fought to dis-
arm the Hungarian guards in the autumn months of the year 1848. The advance of the Hungarian
army in the spring of the next year sent the National Committee into refuge and the fight for
the conquest of the Western Carpathians intensified until the summer of 1849, when the Hungarian
army surrendered to the Russian troops. Avram Iancu was the main leader of the mountain
resistance, having many military, legally and administrative obligations.

We don’t know if this enormous responsibility influenced his mental state, but great disap-
pointments came after the end of the hostilities, because of the way the Habsburg authorities man-
aged the Romanian problem. The imperial authorities and officers regarded the former Romanian
prefects with suspicion, for they had great influence over the peasants. These fears eventually led
to the arrest of Axente Sever in November 1849 and the attempt to arrest Avram Iancu, in Hãlmagiu,
on 15 December of the same year.28

In February and August 1850, the former prefect was among the Romanian delegates who
went to Vienna in order to discuss the political rights of the Romanian people. As we know,
these visits did not bring anything and Avram Iancu refused as a sign of protest the high decora-
tion which Emperor Franz Joseph wanted him to receive and in exchange he received the Russian
decoration. In February 1851 he was forced to leave Vienna under the threat of the police.29

The most serious problem Avram Iancu had to face was the conflict between the fiscal author-
ities and the peasants of the Western Carpathians, regarding ownership over the forests, which were
particularly important for the traditional economic activities of this population. Supporting the
peasants, their former leader invested time and energy in writing memoirs and meetings with
the authorities. These interventions eventually determined his second arrest in 1852. After refus-
ing to meet the emperor during his July visit, Avram Iancu became suspicious for the authori-
ties. On August 1852, he asked his former tribunes Mihai Andreica and Dionisie Darabant to refuse
the registration as property of the authorities of the forest claimed by the Romanian peasants. This
refusal determined the authorities to arrest them on 17 August and Iancu was escorted to Alba
Iulia by the gendarmes.30

The episode of his detention in Alba-Iulia and mostly the humiliating treatment he had to
endure from an official named Hoehn, who also assaulted him, was the beginning of his mental
decline. The memoirs of his close ones, and also the reconstruction of the historians, state that
his behavior was radically changed. We shall further try to see what psychological elements
could explain his behavior in his last 20 years.31

It also seems that Iancu had moments when his economic situation was pretty dire and he also
had difficulties with his family. Many times his family environment was characterized by disputes, and
after his father’s death on 3 October 1855 there are also references to problems regarding the shar-
ing of the inheritance.32 His good friend Alexandru Papiu Ilarian summed up his state in negative
terms: “Iancu has no shirt to wear, no shelter where to sleep overnight, no bread to eat and not a
single penny, except the kreutzers for tobacco and brandy, which the peasants give to him when
they go to the Câmpeni market.”33 Papiu Ilarian witnessed a delicate familial scene in the house of
Alisandru Iancu and noted the inappropriate behavior his family had towards him:

His mother insisted that Iancu had to change his clothes. “Look, darling, I’ve made a new pair
of shirts for you.” The shirts were traditional for the “Moþi” people, made of thick homespun
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cloth. Iancu refused to wear the traditional shirt and his mother asked for the father’s help. In that
moment, his father and priest Lepedeu started to shout at him and threaten him with a whip.
Iancu was only listening. I observed them, why were they doing things that would make a nor-
mal person go mad? They answered me that it was the only way to convince a madman. I forgot
to mention that Iancu is insulted and threatened not only in his home, but also in Câmpeni.34

These problematic relations with his family might have been factors that supported and maintained
the psychological difficulties he had. Though he had tense relations with his family and maybe with
some villagers, we have sufficient evidence about the sympathy shown by the peasants of Zarand
Country, where he spent most of his last years. 

The second component of the stress-vulnerability model is the vulnerability. We don’t have
many references regarding genetic or biologic vulnerabilities in the case of Avram Iancu. There
are nevertheless some sources which describe a high emotional reactivity. A testimony of Iosif Sterca
ºuluþiu from 1891 describes a quarrel between Iancu and his Hungarian colleagues, who did not
recognize the Romanian origins of Mathias Corvinus and his father, Iancu (John) Hunyadi.35

Now we will present the testimonies featured in the consulted sources which describe various rel-
evant episodes in the last 20 years of Iancu’s life. In order to do so, we shall group the testimonies
on four levels of analysis, which psychologists use for the description of diverse psychological phe-
nomena. The first level of analysis is the cognitive one and includes the conscious or unconscious
thoughts that usually characterize us. Thoughts are considered in the cognitive-behavioral para-
digm in psychology to be the most important determinants of the affective-emotional, behavioral and
psychophysiological responses.

A second level is the psychophysiological one and it refers to the changes that happen in our
body. The third level is the behavioral one, which implies the operant behavior, the actions one can
observe from the outside. The fourth level is the affective one, which includes a person’s emotions.
Their quality is assured by the cognitive level and the physiological level determines their intensity.36

The sources we consulted didn’t offer us much information about the psychophysiological level. 
Regarding the cognitive level there are few accounts which present some problematic thoughts,

because the sources usually present his behavior and the description of relevant situations. In his
contemporaries’ view, the 1852 episode had a significant effect on Iancu, many accounts pre-
senting the frightening thoughts he later had, and these thoughts seem to continue to appear
over time. The first account belongs to George Bariþiu, describing some meetings in 1865,
when the great journalist tried to convince him to become a lawyer again: “Up to a point Iancu
spoke to me, as it is said, maturely, he answered precisely like any man with a sane mind; sud-
denly, fixing his gaze on me, he said: Hm, would you like the Austrians to arrest me again?”37

This kind of thoughts had been noticed by his close friends also after his detention in 1852,
Avram Iancu having a big fear to the possibility of being imprisoned again: “The scene from the
steam baths, Iancu’s sad cry in the baths and in [Ilie] Mãcelariu’s house and his painful scream:
‘Don’t leave me, don’t leave me because the gendarmes will get me’ . . . After he woke up, he
started to ask for brandy, as if he tried to numb his grief!”38 This account, belonging also to George
Bariþiu, contains valuable information about alcohol consumption, a behavior we shall return to
when discussing the behavioral level. 

The thoughts above are specific to post-traumatic stress disorder, a condition described by dsm
5 and in which “exposure to a traumatic/stressful event is listed explicitly as a diagnostic criteri-
on. The reactions one has following exposure to a traumatic event are quite variable. In some cases,
symptoms can be well understood within an anxiety/fear based context. Though, sometimes one
can present anhedonic and dysphoric symptoms, externalizing aggressive symptoms or dissocia-
tive symptoms.”39
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The few letters which were kept nevertheless reflect his coherence and significant under-
standing of the problems discussed. The coherence is maintained even in one of his last letters,
at least one that we can now read, written in 1871, a letter where he mentions the necessity of
Romanians helping each other, in order to evolve together with other nations.40 This letter is in
contradiction with the situation presented by Pãscuþiu, who said that Avram Iancu could not coher-
ently describe either his own facts or the ones during the revolution: “He can’t recount accurate-
ly any of his deeds, as they happened and as I’ve seen written in histories.”41

Another relevant piece of Avram Iancu’s correspondence is a letter to Ilie Mãcelariu, which
he passed on to Eugen von Friedenfels. It presents a depressive symptom—hopelessness and the
fear that expressing some thoughts would harm his nation: “How can you ask me what I hope and
how I feel? I answer: The time of my hopes has passed and my faith is that of the snake, to
whom nature ordered to defend its head; but don’t believe I’m telling this to defend my miser-
able life, no, because I risked my life several times in 1848 and 1849 for my beloved nation and
my faith in the emperor; it is for this beloved nation, which cries because of her burdens, and it
would break my heart if, by revealing my true beliefs, I would put it in greater peril.”42

Before continuing the sources analysis, we’d like to make a few mentions regarding depression.
“Major depressive disorder is characterized by discrete episodes of at least 2 weeks’ duration involv-
ing clear-cut changes in affect, cognition, and neurovegetative functions and it usually appears when
one is confronted with a loss. A diagnosis based on a single episode is possible, although the
disorder is a recurrent one in the majority of cases.” There are many specific criteria that need to
be present in order to put this diagnosis, and for further information about them see dsm 5.43

The subjective level, as we have said, refers to the emotions we feel. Memoirs that describe his
reaction after his detention in 1852 reveal anxiety. Those quotes have already been included once,
so we shall not repeat them. A depressive mood also appears in the testimonies. One such exam-
ple is Axente Sever’s testimony related to his attempt to prevent him from consuming alcohol: “Leave
me brother, because only this way I can overcome the pain and the grief that rest inside me.”44

Memoirs which describe his sorrow were left by George Bariþiu, who visited him in October
1852, when he was still in Ilie Mãcelariu’s home: “I found Iancu pretty peaceful or calm, quiet and
overwhelmed by grief, like a man who had received the most painful of fate’s blows and no
secret or anything that would look like a secret ever came out of his mouth.”45 Before describing
the last level—the behavioral one, we’d like to discuss two fragments presented by Dionise Pãscuþiu
about his meeting with Avram Iancu, fragments which describe two events that seem to be hal-
lucinations: 

One night, when he went to sleep outdoors, we couldn’t fall asleep and he wondered why there
were no stars to be seen on the clear sky. Suddenly, at midnight, the sky sounded like cannon
shots and he saw written on the sky the words: Christianity is no more! And in that moment the
stars multiplied on the sky and they began hitting one another and falling on the ground like a
heavy rain, creating a huge fire, and forcing the frightened Iancu to run so as not to get burned
. . . When we spoke about fishing, he told me that one day a big snake appeared to him, with a
crown on his head, which told him that in that crown there was a big diamond. So he hurried to
catch the snake and he was close to getting it, because the snake was playing with him and wait-
ed for him to come closer. When he was about to catch the snake, it hit the ground with its tail
and a big electric light appeared, which blinded him and he never saw the snake again.46

Hallucinations are sensations which appear to be real but are created by the human mind. They
can affect seeing, smelling, hearing and the tactile sense. Hallucinations can appear in many con-
texts such as mental disorders (schizophrenia, dementia, delusion disorder, depressive disorder with
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psychotic symptoms, schizo-affective disorder, brief psychotic disorder) in the case of substance
abuse (alcohol, drugs etc.). Lack of sleep can also be a cause of hallucinations.47 Regarding the two
fragments that would reflect Iancu’s hallucinations, we have to be cautious in our interpretation.
The first one could have been only a dream, mostly because it happened at night. The second
fragment might be a metaphor for an image of the royalty or the emperor, especially given the
reference to the crown. Dionisie Pãscuþiu mentioned that at first he thought that Iancu was
speaking in riddles, but he was eventually convinced that the hero’s state was indeed bad. He
realized this when he heard Iancu talking very seriously about a cow of his that he had waited
for to give birth for twenty one years.48

The last level is the behavioral level and the sources refer to two main maladaptive behav-
iors—alcohol consumption and carelessness in dressing. The first one appears to be a coping behav-
ior, as declared by Iancu himself: “Leave me brother, because only this way I can overcome the
pain and the grief that rest inside me.” Other representative references to this behavior are the
following: “They all drank, only Iancu at the beginning didn’t drink too much, but after a while
he started drinking and I can assure you that he alone drank as much as all the others combined.
Despite this, believe me that, except for me, because I didn’t drink, Iancu appeared to be the
most sober.”49

The last testimony belongs to Alexandru Papiu Ilarian and he usually minimizes the mal-
adaptiveness of this behavior. Also, Eugen von Friedenfels wrote—drawing on information received
from Ilie Mãcelariu—that while Iancu was a student and during the revolution he despised the
use of alcohol, but this eventually became common practice.50

Other sources tell us that it is possible that Iancu had been drinking too much even before. The
historian Silviu Dragomir wrote about a document found among the papers belonging to the lawyer
Augustin Raþiu of Turda, in which Iancu’s mother asked for a tutor for her son, invoking the
inclination towards drinking which the young man had acquired while being a student in Cluj.51

Another problematic behavior is his carelessness in dressing. Alexandru Papiu Ilarian wrote
to Bãrnuþiu and Laurian, repeating the declaration of a local witness: “a few gentlemen called
for Iancu and asked him nicely not to embarrass us . . . not to walk dressed in rags, not to sleep
today in a place and tomorrow in another, not to spend his time in pubs because otherwise we
would be forced to report him to the higher authorities and demand his hospitalization in an
asylum.”52 A testimony of Papiu in the same letter also refers to his personal lack of care: “His pow-
ers appear to have weakened. His face is tumid and pale. His beard has not been shaved for sev-
eral weeks. His eyes were too passionate. His looks were full of mistrust towards every man.”53

The two problematic behaviors appear in depressive disorders and also in psychotic disorders. 
As we have shown above, the sources describe problematic aspects of Avram Iancu’s condi-

tion on all the four levels of analysis. We shall quote a fragment from George Bariþiu’s article which
we consider relevant for the impression created by Avram Iancu’s behavior in those times: “Iancu’s
misery was not caused by a shocking event but, as for other individuals of extraordinary wit, a num-
ber of psychological causes contributed for some time, until he collapsed.”54

George Bariþiu realized that even though Avram Iancu had faced a lot of difficulties his state was
not caused by a particular event, but each event added a bit of distress and the state of the hero wors-
ened gradually. Another important aspect has to do with the goals and hopes he had, expressed in
promises to his people, of which too few were accomplished following the revolution. It is possi-
ble that this fact might have had a great impact on him and the failure in attaining them was a
great disappointment. 

When considering the sources through these psychological lenses, we referred from time to time
to certain mental diseases when discussing certain behaviors or emotions. Regarding this aspect
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we’d like to specify that we cannot diagnose Avram Iancu’s mental state because the analyzed
period is too extensive and mental disorders usually evolve and transform as time passes by. The
criteria for different mental disorders are rather specific, when considering the necessary time for
symptoms to be present and also the specific symptoms included. The sources do present some
behaviors we consider maladaptive, such as alcohol consumption and carelessness in dressing, as
well as dysfunctional emotional and cognitive patterns such as depressive moods, anxiety, melan-
choly, lack of hope and possibly some hallucinations. Mostly, though, these are testimonies from
different times and are insufficient according to the criteria we have for several disorders. Lately,
however, the nosologic diagnosis has been quite criticized and new approaches are developed in
order to better understand, explain and efficiently intervene in psychological problems.55

As a conclusion, the factors that contribute to psychological well-being or disability are diverse,
the causality being extremely complex, including genetic or biologic factors as well as environment
factors or factors regarding the person (personality, cognitive factors). They usually interact,
writing a colored life story, with different nuances throughout a person’s becoming, but a very
human story. The story of Avram Iancu’s life touches us with the richness of his experiences,
from engaging in combat alongside his tumultuous generation, in order to obtain political rights
for the nation he loved so much, to the tragedy of his last years, marked by melancholy and
deep psychological pain.

�
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Abstract
Psychological Aspects Concerning Avram Iancu’s Condition in the Years Following

the 1848 Revolution

The present study represents an interdisciplinary attempt to solve an important problem of Romanian histo-
riography: the last years of Avram Iancu’s life. From 1852 until his death, 20 years later (10 September
1872), the mental state of the former military leader of the Romanians gradually deteriorated. We will try to
see which were the stressors, the psychological vulnerability elements and the way they interacted after the
Revolution of 1848–1849 and until the end of his life to influence his behavior, his emotional states and the
interaction with others, using some of the most recent findings in cognitive psychology. From a historical point
of view, our research is based on contemporary accounts of his condition and the letters he sent, to the
extent that they have survived.
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