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In April 1977, Elie Wiesel gave a 
lecture at Northwestern University. 
It was called “The Holocaust As Lit-
erary Inspiration.” In the Introduc-
tion, he said: “If the Greeks invented 
tragedy, the Romans the epistle, and 
Renaissance the sonnet, our genera-
tion invented a new literature, that of 
testimony.”1 This kind of “witness lit-
erature” can be considered “the forma-
tive genre of the 20th century.”2 There 
are many well-known and unbeliev-
able stories of survival.3 There are also 
many unknown stories. Some people 
had the strength to tell their story and 
became examples in the history books 
and characters in novels or movies. 
Others chose to live in silence, not say-
ing a word about what had happened. 
Some stories are still hidden; some are 
beginning to come to light, including 
in Romania.

It is often said that the interwar 
Romanian society had a westernized 
intellectual elite, perfectly connected 
to what the culture of Western Eu-
rope meant at that time. Among the 
characteristics that defined the intellec-
tual life of interwar Romania were dia-
logue and the desire to argue elegant-

“The memory of these places 
of sadness, of suffering, but 
above all of great emotions, 
is spoiled by seeing them 
again. It’s better to leave 
certain things in peace,  
just the way they are  
in memory.” 
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ly, eruditely, critically, originally, with interlocutors from different fields of the  
humanities and/or sciences. Young intellectuals competed in organizing and 
holding conferences for both academia and the general public. Thus, several 
cultural associations appeared, and hosted conferences involving free discussions 
on topics of interest in those years. The Criterion Association4 was the best 
known of all the intellectual groups of the young generation. “‘Criterion’ itself is 
not a word in Romanian,” as Cristina A. Bejan noticed: 

The Romanian is criteriu. Clearly the association chose the English version, with 
a cosmopolitan pretense, symbolically showing the association’s intention to reach 
beyond the Romanian language and traditionalist paradigm, in its effort to en-
gage in global ideas but also in its effort to launch this project of “major culture” 
proportions.5

Also, in Bejan’s opinion, “Criterionists must have been aware of the literary 
review T. S. Eliot edited, The Criterion (1922–1939).” Many intellectuals of 
the new generation became affiliated to this cultural association, sharing ideas 
and debating on subjects of interest. An important role in the success of the 
Criterion conferences was played by Mircea Eliade, who was seen both by his 
contemporaries and by the researchers of the interwar period as “the head of 
the ’27 generation.” Eliade began his academic career in 1933, in the middle of 
the second autumn session of the Criterion conferences, the month in which he 
held the conference on “Magic and the Origins of Music,”6 just a few days after 
he had moved in with Nina Mareº (who would become his wife), and while still 
working on the novel Întoarcerea din Rai (Return from Paradise), which ap-
peared in 1934. It was a real honor for him to be the assistant to the charming 
Professor Nae Ionescu (in fact the honorary assistant, as Nae Ionescu himself 
was an assistant to Professor Constantin Rãdulescu-Motru) at the Department 
of Logic and Metaphysics of the University of Bucharest.

For a while they [young intellectuals of interwar Bucharest] successfully balanced 
their social, cultural and intellectual activities and political convictions. . . . Despite 
its ultimate failure, the brief success of Criterion in the mid 1930s was a unique 
moment in Romania’s tumultuous interwar period.7

Years later, while living in Paris, Eliade wrote in his Journal: 

If Criterion had had an instrument of expression other than the Romanian lan-
guage, it would have been considered the most interesting precursor of the French 
Existentialism of today.8
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During the period when the Criterion Association was in full swing on the 
cultural scene of Bucharest, almost 11 percent of the city’s population was repre-
sented by Jews. Most of them were artists, craftsmen, merchants, political lead-
ers, bankers, doctors or architects. “The explosion of Jewish cultural and social 
organizations . . . demonstrates a certain organizational flexibility, a feature of 
civil society structures.” The interactions between the Jews and other minorities 
with the Romanians were important and potentially indicative of tolerance and 
understanding. “Some features of the kehillah [community] were related to the 
dynamics of the Jewish world, while others were linked specifically to the Ro-
manian cultural and political environment.”9 

Among those who managed to make a difference, some had a remarkable 
contribution to the art of the twentieth century, such as Saul Steinberg, Mircea 
Eliade’s colleague at the philosophy courses held by Nae Ionescu at the Univer-
sity of Bucharest. “The story of Saul Steinberg (1914–1999), who later became 
one of America’s favorite artists,” is very interesting, and it has a very strong 
connection to “Palas Street of interwar Bucharest.”10 The Bucharest of his child-
hood was a vibrant mixture of people, cultures, languages, and religions. But the 
situation was to change rapidly, and in November 1933, at only 19 years of age, 
Saul Steinberg would leave Bucharest, a place where Jews “were usually more 
cosmopolitan, lured by what we could call the mirage of modern society they 
actually helped build.”11

This increasingly anti-Semitic climate of Romania was something Saul 
Steinberg, among others, would remember all his life: “Anti-Semitism was one 
theme he did not fail to mention, as if it were an inseparable part of his native 
geography. He treated it with disgust.”12 The same description appears in many 
memoirs about those times. Here is just another one, from a Romanian Jewish 
student, Jacob Pesate: 

There was a native fascist party in Romania; it was the Iron Guard, and from 
a very small unit, it became a threat to democracy. They were going around in 
Nazi-style uniforms and they attacked meetings of the parties who were in power. 
So the Iron Guard was all over the place, in small numbers but active, aggressive 
and mimicking the German Nazis. The leaders were sent for training in Germany 
and they returned with programmes which were no different from Mein Kampf 
under Hitler.13

On several occasions, the political discourse was transferred to the cultural and 
scientific areas. Identifying the deep roots of anti-Semitism in the political and 
cultural life of interwar Romania can provide a broad framework for under-
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standing the actions of the elite of those times. Unfortunately, the effervescence 
of the interwar period also contains the sad story of a brilliant young generation 
which fell prey—intellectually—to the destructive passion of politics. Discover-
ing the truth is crucial for two primordial reasons: we can have a complete image 
of the generation and we can solve the historical mystery of interwar Romania.

At the beginning of 1937, being part of the Iron Guard had come to repre-
sent for Mircea Eliade the true conclusion of his generation: “None of the revo-
lutions that . . . took place were as completely under the sign of the spiritual as 
that of the Romanian youth . . . If it succeeds to the end . . . it will be the greatest 
revolution of the century.”14 Eliade’s gesture and his attachment to such a move-
ment would be followed by other intellectuals of his generation. Their search for 
philosophical, spiritual and political renewal directed them towards fascist doc-
trines, while their concentration on ethnic, nationalist, Romanian Orthodoxy led 
them to the legionary movement and anti-Semitism. The political components 
of the thinking of the elites of the 1927 generation can’t be isolated from culture, 
the philosophy of history, or the broad theme of nationalism. In fact, personal 
experiences as authentic facts, elements that often appeared in the discourse of 
the interwar intellectual generation, turned into a real deluge of verbal extremism 
and anti-Semitism. The suspicion against foreigners, justified by external dan-
gers, was directed especially against the national minorities. The regime, unable 
to ensure the welfare of the country, sought a scapegoat and found one in the 
person of the Jew, the stranger within, who, in the opinion of the intellectuals 
and the middle class, was responsible for the poverty of the whole people.

However, beyond the Romanian cultural tradition, the anti-Semitic discourse 
was common in interwar Europe. More than that, many of the Romanian state-
ments used in order to justify the preference for the anti-Semitic discourse were 
European. The confluences of ideas and the differentiations between the aca-
demic and the political levels in approaching the symbolism of anti-Semitism 
offer an important perspective on this subject and accentuate the role of elites 
in promoting these ideas (since the elite groups had access to latest studies and 
trends of the time). But, with all these external influences, the Romanian anti-
Semitism and the far right movement had very important and unique elements. 
Anti-Semitism in interwar Romania was particularly violent. The Jews were 
considered an “inferior and degenerate race,” and were often blamed for the 
“alteration” of Romanian culture and for the nation’s socio-economic problems. 
As early as 1927, politicians such as Octavian Goga, among others, blamed the 
Jews for everything that was bad in the country and described them as “impure 
secretions of Galicia”15 that threatened the very existence of the Romanian state. 
A. C. Cuza continued, in 1928, in the same direction and considered the Jews as
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a corrupt and degenerate nation, sterile, without land and which does not form 
a complete, productive social organism . . . thus living, from the beginning to the 
present day, superimposed on other nations, by exploiting their productive work, 
therefore as a parasitic nation.16

Anti-Semitism was, as expected, a central element of the Iron Guard ideology. 
In 1937, Corneliu Zelea Codreanu wrote in his Circular no. 119: “The historical 
mission of our generation is to solve the Jewish problem.”17 This was the goal 
of the entire generation, as Theodor Lavi commented in a 1981 letter to Mac 
Linscott Ricketts, Mircea Eliade’s American biographer:

This generation actually created the Iron Guard—which was anti-political, but 
not a-political. It was against the political establishment, but it created a political 
leader, with a totalitarian, dictatorial structure, tyrannical, and according to the 
results of its short government, thirsty for blood (not only Jewish!).18

Another path to the exclusion of the Jews from the local economy, and conse-
quently from Romanian society, was soon to be found: denaturalization. In this 
respect,

Decree Law no. 169 for the Revision of Romanian Citizenship (adopted by the 
Goga government on 21 January 1938), aimed at just that, by denaturalizing 
Jews who had become citizens “illegally” in the aftermath of World War I. As 
a result of this legal provision, 225,222 Jews, who had enjoyed political and civil 
emancipation for less than two decades, lost Romanian citizenship.19

Anti-Semitism was not only directed against the Jews, but also against the “Ju-
daization” of Romania, and especially against the politicians who had been cor-
rupted by the Jews and allowed them to “take over” the country. It also glori-
fied the spiritual struggle and the morality based on the mystical images of the 
Romanian Orthodox Church. The studies written by Radu Ioanid20 and Carol 
Iancu,21 among others, focus on these aspects. Writing about the legal status 
of the Jews in Romania, Radu Ioanid explains that “the roots of anti-Semitism 
in Romania, as in most of Eastern Europe, stretch deeply into history.”22 He 
presents the main perspectives and concludes that “the legal underpinnings of 
tolerance would not long survive the arrival in power of the radical anti-Semitic 
right—represented by the minority Goga–Cuza cabinet of the National Chris-
tian Party—in December 1937.”23

In culture, as in all aspects of life, the symbolism of the interwar period gravi-
tates between tolerance and intolerance. On the one hand, there are the examples 
of good coexistence provided by the Criterion conferences; on the other hand, 
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we have the later anti-Semitic outbursts, the violent demonstrations and crimes 
against the Jews, which occurred during the Legionary Rebellion of January 
1941. Timothy Snyder expresses the same opinion:

Romania’s policy to deport and kill Jews began during the Second World War in 
connection to a trauma of lost lands. Romania did not lose statehood during the 
war, but it did lose state territory. Regaining that land would become the central 
political obsession in Bucharest.24 

Things deteriorated rapidly and eventually led to the terrible violence of 1941. 
Mihail Sebastian’s Journal also captures this degradation and intolerance: “In the 
evening we gather early at home. With the shutters drawn and the telephone out 
of service, we have a growing sense of unease and anguish. What will happen to 
us? I hardly dare ask.”25 A few days later, Sebastian wrote about 

A decree of the Buzãu mayor’s office: Jews cannot move around between 8 p.m. and 
7 a.m., do not have a right to enter cafés, are forbidden to visit one another, even if 
they are friends or relatives . . . So much for my wrong impression yesterday that the 
anti-Semitism tension is declining. Whenever I go into town, I come back feeling 
even more depressed than before.26

Romania’s policies regarding the Jewish problem would change according to 
different influences. In July 1941, Romanian troops joined the German army in 
attacking the Soviets. While recovering the previously lost territories, the troops 
killed a large number of Jews. As Snyder points out, “from the perspective of 
Bucharest, this anti-Jewish campaign was an attempt at the ethnic cleansing of 
one of several enemies of the Romanian state.” But in 1942, 

Berlin wanted the remaining Jews under Romanian control sent to Auschwitz, but 
none were. Bucharest’s refusal had to do with calculations of sovereignty. Romania 
was deporting and murdering Jews on the basis of its own reasoning and for its own 
purposes.27

In this context, only a few young Romanian Jews managed to emigrate to 
France or Italy for studies or to find better jobs and thus saved their lives. Saul 
Steinberg was among them. First, in 1933, he traveled to Milan and applied to 
the Regio Politecnico to study architecture. In March 1940, Steinberg passed 
his exams at the Politecnico and received his diploma in architecture the follow-
ing month. But the diploma is made out to “Saul Steinberg . . . of the Hebrew 
race.”28 Being a Jew was a problem everywhere in Europe of those years.
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In 1941, like many other Jews, Saul Steinberg had a short stay in one of the con-
centration camps (campi di concentramento) set up by Mussolini to hold illegals 
and undesirables. . . . On July 13, 1941, after two years of frustration and fear, 
endless troubles, and a very long and exhausting journey, Saul Steinberg arrived 
in the Dominican Republic. He was among the lucky ones: between December 1, 
1940 and October 15, 1941, only 210 other foreign Jews managed to leave Italy.29 

From there, he arrived in New York on 1 July 1942. He would return to Ro-
mania only once, in 1944. It was the last time he set foot in his homeland. “The 
memory of these places of sadness, of suffering, but above all of great emotions, 
is spoiled by seeing them again. It’s better to leave certain things in peace, just 
the way they are in memory.”30

Exile has specific political connotations, for it presupposes the actions of the 
authorities toward those whom they banish, and the actions of those who, given 
the nature or the outcome of the political struggles in their country, either chose 
or were forced to leave. Whether imposed or voluntarily chosen, exile was a con-
dition, a real location in the cultural, political, social and geographical spaces.

MAny Jewish intellectuals (of Romanian origin) immigrated to Pales-
tine (later, Israel) and to other countries from the Western world, 
seeking freedom and a dignified life. Most of them founded, in the 

countries they adopted, numerous Romanian-language magazines (literary, po-
litical or ideological), as platforms for disseminating ideas about freedom of 
speech or their own tragic stories from interwar Romania. This is the case of 
Theodor Lavi, who studied psychology at the University of Bucharest, where 
he was a colleague of Mircea Eliade, and attended the courses of Professor Nae 
Ionescu. In 1934, Lavi obtained a doctorate in pedagogy. For many years he 
was the director of the Jewish school in Ploieºti. In 1950, alongside other Zi-
onist leaders, Lavi was arrested and spent five years in prison. He was released 
in 1955, and immigrated to Israel in 1957. He became a researcher at the Yad 
Vashem Institute in Jerusalem, and carried out a special activity in terms of re-
covering the history of the Jewish community in interwar Romania. Lavi was 
also an important witness in the Eichmann Trial. Between 1972 and 1977, Lavi 
edited the Toladot magazine, dedicated to the study of the history of Jews in 
Romania, which became famous after the publication, in its first issue, of what 
is known as the “Mircea Eliade File.” He was also the first director of the Center 
for Research on Romanian Jewry, founded in 1973 at the Hebrew University 
of Jerusalem. 

The publication of the “Mircea Eliade File” quickly raised questions and gen-
erated heated discussions in intellectual circles, especially in Israel. If at first he 
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refused to explain himself, Eliade eventually tried to defend his reputation. In 
1972, in a well-known letter to Professor Gershom Scholem of the Hebrew 
University of Jerusalem, Eliade recalled that “in the years 1938–1940 . . . I 
was ‘on the right’; I was in the ‘nationalist’ tradition of Eminescu, Maiorescu, 
Iorga.”31

This aspect of Eliade’s biography has been intensely studied and raised 
many questions.32 In a letter to Theodor Lavi, in   1981, while documenting the 
book dedicated to Eliade (Mircea Eliade: The Romanian Roots33), Mac Linscott  
Ricketts informed his correspondent that

A week ago I went to Chicago to visit Prof. Eliade, to tell him about my visit to Ro-
mania and to ask him questions. I asked him about his articles from Buna Vestire 
and he did not remember at first. When I spoke to him about one of these, “Why I 
Believe in the Victory of the Legionary Movement,” he exclaimed, “I never wrote 
that!”

He told me that the editor (Polihroniade?) asked him to write on that subject, 
but he refused; and then he saw the article in the newspaper! It was written by the 
editor. However, Eliade said he did not protest because he did not want to embar-
rass the editor, who was his friend. I do not know if you can accept this story, but I 
think it’s true.

He also told me that he never joined the Legion. When he was arrested in July 
1938, he was asked to give up the Guard, but he refused because it meant that it 
belonged to him . . . which was not true. So he was locked up for 4 months.34

Theodor Lavi’s answer was prompt, but he raised a delicate question, for which 
an explanation is still being sought:

Regarding the statement of M. E. that Polihroniade would have written his articles 
on the legionaries—it might be true. However, would this legionary and fanatically 
anti-Semitic journalist have done such a thing had he not known M. E. to be close 
to the ideas expressed in the article?35

In was just the beginning of a larger controversy. In his 1991 essay in The New 
Republic, called “Happy Guilt,”36 Norman Manea, born in Bukovina,37 also wrote 
on Mircea Eliade’s connection to the extreme right movement in the 1930s and 
1940s. Manea rightly highlights the shocking contrast between Eliade’s violent 
fascist prejudices and “the free play and dreamy compassion of his writing.” The 
professor teaching the history of religion at the University of Chicago was dif-
ficult to reconcile with the champion of the Iron Guard. However, there were 
also reasons why Eliade might have been attracted to fascism. He believed in the 
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appearance of the sacred within the profane, seemingly secular modern world; 
fascism, he seems to have thought, could be a potential source of sacredness. 
When Manea’s essay about Eliade’s fascism was published in Romania in 1992, 
it sparked a campaign of hatred against Manea. Eliade, whose rehabilitation 
began during the latter half of the communist era, had become a hero. His criti-
cal stance toward the Romanian right-wing intellectuals opened the way to an 
active international debate about this still sensitive subject.

More recently, Professor Moshe Idel, in his book on Eliade, had the courage 
to make these statements:

In my opinion, Eliade was indubitably a member of the Iron Guard and made 
legionary propaganda in 1937. However, since I see in the Guard not a fascist 
movement but an Orthodox ultranationalist one, there is no reason to see in Eliade 
a fascist in a specifically technical sense of this term.38

In any case, after 1945, Eliade was clear in his disapproval of both Marxism and 
Fascism, but he avoided the details of his own past complicity.

Other important witnesses to what happened in interwar Romania are  
Wilhelm Filderman,39 Simon Schafferman,40 and Isac Ludo.41 Their correspon-
dence is extremely important for the recovery of some important moments of 
Romanian interwar history. Many files and letters are still inaccessible, some 
were lost, but many have been recovered from archives (personal or institutional 
archives from Israel or other countries), and they complete, with success, the 
tumultuous history of those times.

In a letter dated 30 May 1973, George Rosiano42 wrote to Simon Schaffer-
man:

Some aspects that took place behind the scenes of the Romanian political arena be-
tween the two world wars, and have been revealed only now, regarding us, the Jews 
who lived there, become a harsh indictment for those concerned. And this would be 
desirable for the Jews to understand when asked for material support for the publica-
tion of the Toladot.43

The correspondence of the Jewish intellectuals of Romanian origin sheds new 
light on the elite’s role in the rise of Romanian nationalism, and offers important 
details about their fall into history and exile and, essentially, about their intel-
lectual or personal interactions on the delicate issue of (in)tolerance. 

An important characteristic of the interwar period was, as Marius Turda ob-
served, “the fixation on the nation.” In many parts of the country, “sub-cultures 
were predominantly determined by the internal ethnic dynamic, multilingual-
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ism, multi-confessionalism and interculturality.”44 All these elements can also be 
traced in the correspondence or in the memoirs that cover the interwar period. 
But, at the same time,

The interwar period reflects the overlapping and tangled relations between Roma-
nia’s ethnic communities, not only in terms of shared cultural and political history, 
but also in terms of common eugenic predicaments.45

Marius Turda goes further and explains that 

Interwar Romania not only provides examples of well-articulated regional eugenic 
sub-cultures but, more importantly, of eugenic sub-cultures, such as the Romanian 
one, which ultimately became the dominant eugenic culture of the entire country.46

Alongside the classical writings on interwar Romania,47 some more recent stud-
ies have examined nation-building as a multi-faceted phenomenon.48 These offer 
important details about the role of interwar ministries and parties in shaping 
cultural policy and political interactions in interwar Romania. 

Many intellectuals of interwar Romania became important personalities in 
their field. Mircea Eliade is one of them. 

Historian of religions, Orientalist, ethnologist, sociologist, folklorist, essayist, short 
story writer, novelist, dramatist, memorialist—here are just a few of the multiple 
sides of his activity. And by all these, and many others, he changed, and continues 
to do so, the lives of those interested in his legacy.49 

Another one is Saul Steinberg. 

The shy boy from Palas Street transformed into the cosmopolitan intellectual who 
found inspiration from a wide variety of sources, such as architecture, maps, chil-
dren’s art, calligraphy, postcards, rubber stamps, and underground comics, and 
transformed all these into masterpieces. A Romanian by birth, restless by inclina-
tion, Saul Steinberg became a recognized artist around the world. His view of the 
world from Palas Street became View of the World from 9th Avenue, a corre-
spondence between two sacred geographies that were synonymous with his life. Saul 
Steinberg lived a fabulous existence, and his legacy is more than impressive.50 

Members of the same generation, they both left Romania and pursued inter-
national careers in the humanities and the arts. However, their lives illustrate 
different characteristics of the cultural and political interactions in interwar Ro-
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mania. One was deeply involved in the politics that forced the other to leave 
Romania. Two sides of the same story, their personal experiences, and the way 
they related to the events of Romania of those years, offer important perspec-
tives on a particularly difficult period in the country’s history, as well as on their 
own history.

The cultural and political interactions in interwar Romania are far from being 
fully deciphered. This paper offers an overview of some interactions, following 
the main cultural events and their most important participants. Further research 
will complete the portrait of a tormented time that changed the life of those who 
lived it.
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Abstract
Cultural and Political Interactions in Interwar Romania

It is often said that the interwar Romanian society had a westernized intellectual elite, perfectly 
connected to what the culture of Western Europe meant at that time. Among the characteristics 
that defined the intellectual life of interwar Romania were dialogue and the desire to argue el-
egantly, eruditely, critically, originally, with interlocutors from different fields of humanities and/
or sciences. Unfortunately, the effervescence of the interwar period also contains the sad story of 
a brilliant young generation which fell prey to the destructive passion of politics. Discovering the 
truth is crucial for two main reasons: we can have a complete image of the generation and we can 
solve the historical mystery of interwar Romania.
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