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Introduction

T HE YEAR 1920 saw the found-
ing of one of the premier Ro -
ma nian academic institutions,

the Institute of National History at the
University of Cluj. Over the next quar-
ter of a century, the Institute played a
key role in both Romanian culture and
the study of the Romanian past.1 The
interwar period is now recognized as
a pivotal era in Romanian historiog-
raphy.2 Owing to the unification of 
Tran sylvania, Bukovina, and Bessarabia
with the pre-war Romanian Kingdom
as a result of the Great War, Romanian
scholars for the first time in the mod-
ern era were able to mobilize their intel-
lectual resources in a coherent fashion
toward mostly academic ends. The ex -
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hilaration produced by national unity and the sense of being part of a new
generation energized Romanian intellectuals.3 This contributed to the coming of
age of historical scholarship in Romania, as demonstrated by the number and
quality of substantial monographs on a wide variety of subjects, by the emer-
gence of numerous historical schools,4 institutes, and journals, and by the appear-
ance of major scholarly syntheses of Romanian history as a whole.

During the period between 1880 and 1914, when modern Romanian his-
toriography was emerging,5 Transylvania was not part of the independent Romanian
Kingdom. The focus of the Romanian elite in Transylvania was on coping with
ever increasing Magyar chauvinism. This gave scholarship in the region a pri-
marily militant and defensive emphasis.6 In short, the research agenda for Tran -
syl vanian Romanian historians was in effect dictated by others and more by polit-
ical than academic concerns. This meant that considerable attention and effort
were often devoted to historical problems of less than primary importance.7

In addition, the abolition of Transylvanian autonomy in 1867 through the
Ausgleich not only signaled the beginning of official Magyarization schemes in
education, culture, and elsewhere; it also meant the transporting of major archival
resources out of Transylvania to Budapest, where they were much less accessible.8
This was a significant impediment to the development of Transylvanian Romanian
historical scholarship, particularly for the exploration of non-event oriented
historical work: the study of political institutions, social and economic history,
and the like.9

To all of this was added the problem of semi-internecine debate between com-
peting church loyalties among the Romanians, that is, between the Romanian
Orthodox and the Romanian Greek-Catholics, an important difficulty because
of the key role played by the church and by church history in the cultural life
of Transylvania.10 Theological conflicts (to which can be added debates between
clerical and lay historians) were a further impediment to the professionaliza-
tion of history in Transylvania.11

And, since there were no Romanian universities in pre-World War I Transylvania
apart from the theological seminaries at Sibiu and Blaj, the opportunities for
Romanian historians to affirm themselves academically were correspondingly lim-
ited. The Royal Francis Joseph University of Kolozsvár (hereafter the Hungarian
University of Cluj) was founded in 1872, eventually becoming the second largest
institution of higher learning in Hungary.12 The university was “conceived of
as markedly Hungarian, presenting the local ethnic minorities with the chance
of upward social mobility by and large via a change in cultural and national
loyalty in favor of the Magyar element.”13 Interestingly, nearly the same num-
ber of Romanian students attended the less-deliberately Magyarizing University
of Budapest as they did the Hungarian University of Cluj. In fact, “the majori-
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ty of the Transylvanian intelligentsia of the Dualist period was formed in insti-
tutions of higher learning outside of their native region.”14

Two courses of action were generally open to Romanian scholars: emigra-
tion to the Romanian kingdom or militant advocacy within the Habsburg dua -
list system as a “philosopher-patriot,” the Southeast European figure ably described
by Alexandru Duþu.15 The number who chose the former path was significant:
Ioan Bogdan (1864–1919), one of the founders of modern critical historiogra-
phy in Romania, was a Transylvanian who chose to leave his home province
for university education at Jassy and then a highly successful career at the University
of Bucharest. Others included Ion Bianu (1856–1935; librarian of the Romanian
Academy), Ioan Ursu (1875–1925; professor at Jassy until 1919, then Cluj,
1919–1923 and Bucharest, 1923–1925), Alexandru Lapedatu (1876–1954; with
posts at the Romanian Academy Library and on two historical monuments com-
missions), and Ilie Minea (1881–1943; soon to be professor of history and
leading light of historical studies in interwar Jassy).

National militancy was the route taken by Augustin Bunea (1857–1909), Ioan
Lupaº (1880–1967), and Silviu Dragomir (1888–1962), all of whom who stayed
in Transylvania. It is notable that their work took place within the context of con-
fessionalism and the limited opportunities open to them: Bunea as a professor
at Blaj and then principal advisor to the Greek-Catholic bishop (his premature
death was a great loss to Greek-Catholic scholarship); Lupaº and Dragomir as
professors at the Romanian Orthodox Theological Institute in Sibiu, both were
also Orthodox priests.

Thus, it should come as no surprise that Romanian historiography in Tran -
syl vania remained for a longer period of time tributary to the activist currents
of Enlightenment and Romantic historical perspectives than it did in the Romanian
kingdom.16 As Ion Moga noted in 1945: “A Transylvanian Romanian histori-
ography . . . existed, but it was in too great a measure dominated by the polit-
ical struggles of the Romanians for rights and liberty.”17

The Founding of the Cluj School of History, 1919–1922

T HE YEARS immediately following World War I were, as one might expect,
a period of painful and difficult adjustment, recuperation, and building.
For many, the Union of 1918 was the culmination of a long journey:

as Vasile Pârvan wrote in 1919, “The war which we carried out with such sac-
rifice for national union has led, in the end, after such suffering, to the desired
result. The material and spiritual crisis through which we have passed should
be an impetus for our activity.”18 
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However, it was one thing to achieve national unity; it was another to build
a new society and culture on the foundations of that state. Romanian intellectual
leaders recognized that the task of integrating the somewhat diversified cultur-
al heritages and traditions created by centuries of separate development lay ahead
of them. At the same time, the new institutions and organizations that had to
come out of Romania’s changed conditions faced the challenge of gaining cred-
ibility and respect from the larger European world emerging under the purview
of the League of Nations.

Though the new Romania opened toward tantalizing new horizons, the grim
facts of the disorder, destruction, and sacrifices of the war had to be coped
with. Romania’s years of poverty and renunciation were not yet over. In the midst
of these realities, the Romanianization of the Hungarian University of Cluj19 and
the opening of the new Romanian University of Cluj in the fall of 1919 was seen
by Romanians as a major affirmation and as a significant step toward a better
future.20 “The university needs to be a fortress of Romanian culture,” wrote
Iosif Popovici in 1919, while an early rector of the University of Cluj, Iacob
Iacobovici, saw the institution as an “illuminating beacon” for all Romanians.21

Historians played a key role in the founding of the new university.22 In
March of 1919, a noted Romanian academic, the historian Vasile Pârvan, pub-
lished an essay entitled “The National University of Upper Dacia.”23 Pârvan’s plea
was for a whole new kind of university, not only superior to the Magyar one
that had proceeded it, but also to its Romanian counterparts in Bucharest and
Jassy. Though Pârvan’s plan was far too utopian and costly to be implemented,
it provided inspiration to those who founded and led the new university in the
interwar period. It also served to rally the commitment of Romanian academ-
ics to building excellence at Cluj.

In July 1919, the interim Transylvanian Ruling Council appointed a University
Commission to organize the new university and to recruit a faculty and stu-
dent body in time to open the 1919 fall semester at Cluj.24 Included in the
Com mission were the Transylvanian historian Ioan Lupaº and two influential
Bucharest historians, Nicolae Iorga25 and Vasile Pârvan,26 all three members of
the Romanian Academy. Their task was accomplished in remarkably short order
and on October 1, the university was proclaimed a Romanian university.27 

The first professors of history named at Cluj in 1919 included the follow-
ing: Ancient Romanian History: Al. Lapedatu, professor28; Recent Romanian
History and the History of Transylvania: Ioan Lupaº, professor29; Ancient History:
Emil Panaitescu, professor; History of Art: Coriolan Petranu, professor30; South-
East European History: Silviu Dragomir, professor;31 Institute of World History:
Ioan Ursu, Professor32; Byzantine Studies: Nicolae Bãnescu, professor33; Ar chae -
ology: Dimitru M. Teodorescu, professor. All of these left their mark on Romanian
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historical scholarship. Five of them were or became members or correspon-
ding members of the Romanian Academy.34

On November 3, the fall semester was opened with a spell-binding inaugu-
ral address by Vasile Pârvan (who had taken a semester’s leave of absence from
the University of Bucharest to teach at Cluj), a clarion call entitled “The Duty
of Our Lives.”35 Pârvan expanded on his ideas for a “new university,” a deeply
spiritual institution, not the ethically bankrupt materialist one of the bourgeoisie
or of the socialists, an idealistic confraternity where the “new soul” was devel-
oped and nourished, instead of a simple “factory of culture.” This spiritual under-
taking, Pârvan declared, was “a work of revolution, created with revolutionary
means, inspired by an unselfish love for the better.”36

Pârvan’s address was followed by programmatic statements in the inaugural
lectures of Al. Lapedatu and Ioan Lupaº. Lapedatu’s address, “The New Cir cum -
stances for the Development of National Historiography,” was delivered to inau-
gurate the Chair of Ancient Romanian History on November 6, 1919.37 He noted
that at long last a course on “Romanian national history” could be taught west
of the Carpathians. This was a direct reference to Mihail Kogãlniceanu’s famous
1843 history inaugural in Jassy which Lapedatu used to compare and contrast
the Romanians’ situation in the 19th century with that of 1919. Interestingly,
Lapedatu singled out for extended quotation some of the most pronounced
and florid Romantic school of history statements made by Kogãlniceanu con-
cerning the beauty and value of national history, the patriotic scope of history,
and the unity of Romanian national history despite the centuries-long separate
existences of the three major Romanian principalities. 

By 1919, according to Lapedatu, most of the battles of Romantic histori-
ography had been won. The nation state and national self-determination were
givens. Romanian professors no longer had to fear, as Kogãlniceanu did,38 hav-
ing their classroom voices silenced. Romanians (such as Bariþ, Bunea, Pãcãþianu,
and others) had created a vibrant historical literature, a number of creditable writ-
ten syntheses of the Romanian past which would provide context and unity
for the study of that past, and had produced critical editions of texts and docu-
ments. A new generation of Romanian scholars had been trained in Western uni-
versities and in methods of the new historiography and were now applying these
at home. A solid foundation had been laid; now was the time for affirmation and
building, especially in connection with the neglected Transylvanian past and
Romanian perspectives on that past. 

Lapedatu identified a variety of historical themes that needed exploration,
especially dealing with political, cultural, social, and institutional history. In regard
to the political history of the Romanians, historians needed to go beyond chronol-
ogy to consideration of the larger context in which the Romanians lived, the
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unique circumstances which confronted them geographically, and the political
contributions that they had made to the region, something that tended to be
ignored west of the Carpathians. Culturally, more attention needed to be given
to a comparative study of the diverse influences on the Romanian people and
to make the distinctive Romanian synthesis more widely known. Institutional
history, that is the forms and development of administrative, judicial, and mili-
tary organization, as well as the social and agrarian history of the Romanian peo-
ple and the influences and connections which they had with the institutional
history of others were begging to be explored. In short, the general exclusion
of the Romanian majority in Transylvania from most historical study prior to
1848 needed to rectified.

Finally, Lapedatu stressed the need for continued archival study and the pu -
bli cation of sources (requiring the work “of several generations”). This area
had not been neglected, but there was a good deal more to do, both in Romanian
and foreign archives. These desiderata firmly anchored the new school of his-
tory at Cluj in the critical tradition of Romanian historiography. And, not so coin-
cidentally, represented a triumph of the Braºov schools approach over that of
Blaj.39 Sextil Puºcariu recorded in his Memoirs being asked “But what have you
done with Blaj?” His response? “Exactly what I have done with Braºov; I chose
the best.”40

Lastly, Lapedatu emphasized that the training of historians at Cluj had to have
a dual focus: the production of scholars and the creation of teachers. The edu-
cation of secondary school teachers could not take second place to scholarly activ-
ity; nor should the latter be sacrificed to the former. He was confident that he,
his colleagues, and his students would succeed in this venture because Transylvanian
Romanians had “a capacity for culture” and a “vocation for historical and philo-
logical study.” Lapedatu concluded his lecture with a final glance at the effects on
historical studies in Transylvania of the previous fifty years of Magyarization:
“The scientific attitude of which we speak can only be that of an absolute res -
pect for historical truth, whatever and however it might be.” Transylvanian
Romanian historiography was not going “to ignore or deprecate the past of their
neighbors as we have been ignored and depreciated in our past; we will study
and appreciate this past.” Unfortunately, these noble sentiments were some-
what diminished by Lapedatu’s closing nationalist peroration concerning the 
“historic mission” of the Romanian people: “to be the fullest and rightful rep-
resentatives of Latin civilization on the Lower Danube.”

The second address, “Historical Factors of Romanian National Life,” was
delivered by Ioan Lupaº on November 11, 1919, to inaugurate his Chair on
the History of Transylvania.41 Lupaº was much more the pre-war militant than
Lapedatu and his language tended to be more polemic than that of his colleague.42
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Lupaº’s address was anchored in the success, as he saw it, of the national prin-
ciple in World War I. Thus, a primary task of the new University of Cluj would
be to correct the mistakes of the formerly Magyar university. 

However, Lupaº was in no mood to provide alibis for his Transylvanian
Romanian compatriots and colleagues. “If in the past, many of our national
failures, shortcomings, and imperfections were easily excusable” because of the
situation that the Transylvanian Romanians found themselves in, “From here
on out we can no longer invoke such excuses. We alone now bear the responsi-
bility” for the future. Romanians, both professors and students, had important
role to play both in scholarship and in teaching, teaching which had to extend
to all, not just the elite. And, of course, the study of history would play a key role
in all of this.

The duty of the nascent department of history at the new University of
Cluj, Lupaº argued, was to graft a new branch on to the tree of national cul-
ture. In the way stood a number of severe barriers: a lack of library resources, the
lack of central archives, and the lack of a historical bibliography. On the plus side,
Transylvanian Romanians had been able to make noteworthy contributions before
the war, working in virtual isolation under much more trying conditions. Now
they could work freely and together. The most pressing need was to create an
institute of national history to concentrate means, resources, and individual effort
toward developing a world-class historiography in Transylvania.43

This would not be a simple task, Lupaº noted, since, as Fustel de Coulanges
wrote: “History is not an easy science . . . it is unendingly complex . . . For a
day of synthesis, one needs years of analysis.” “Let us not,” Lupaº stressed, “be
lacking in patience, hard effort, prudence, or daring!”44

The bulk of Lupaº’s lecture was devoted to outlining what he called the
seven principal historical factors in the development of the Romanian nation and
Romanian national consciousness: the geographical factor, the ethnographic fac-
tor, the religious factor, the linguistic factor, the traditional factor, the juridical
factor, and the moral factor. Obviously the study and analysis of these factors pro-
vided a kind of research agenda for the Chair of Transylvanian history from 1919
onward.45 Lupaº, indeed, remained focussed on these seven factors throughout
his long academic career; one can assume that his students were constantly made
aware of their importance.46

Lupaº’s lecture concluded with a strongly nationalistic paean to his people,
calling for “the awakening of national consciousness in every Romanian, . . . [of]
the sense of indestructible solidarity.” And in contrast to Lapedatu, in Lupaº’s
vision of the history of Transylvania, no Hungarian scholarship was recognized
or even mentioned, while the Magyars appear throughout only as a negative
in fluence on Romanian development. Unfortunately, this provides an example of
the kind of “ignoring and depreciation” Lapedatu’s address had called for an
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end to. It was also disappointing, though less surprising, that so little was said
by either speaker about the relationship of Romanian history to European and
world history, or the place of Romanian history in the broader context of inter-
national development.47

On the other hand, both lectures struck an appropriate balance between
tradition and innovation, possibly a healthier one than that which would be found
in Bucharest or Jassy. Though there was a stress on the traditional, chronologi-
cal element of history, there was an open recognition that history was more
than the story of politics.48 And to some extent, steps were indicated that would
affirm the usefulness of interdisciplinary study; something fostered both by
academic organization in Cluj and the relationships between the historians, lin-
guists, philologists, classicists, and others (such as Vasile Bogrea, Sextil Puºcariu)
that seemed to exist more easily there than elsewhere in Romania.49 Lastly, Lapedatu
and Lupaº’s lectures were welcome affirmations of the need for the rigorous study
and application of modern, critical historical method. This, in turn, was useful
both from a scholarly point of view and from a pedagogical one.

Lapedatu and Lupaº’s principal appeal bore fruit almost immediately. On
February 1, 1920, the official inauguration of the University of Upper Dacia
(as the new Romanian University of Cluj was initially called) was held.50 As
part of the festivities, King Ferdinand gave an address which he concluded by
announcing that he was creating an endowment for the establishment of an
ins titute for the study of Romanian history.51

Lapedatu and Lupaº were named as the co-directors of the new institute, which
was housed in two rooms of the central University building (one for offices
and one for the library).52 The immediate goals of the leaders of the Institute were
as follows:53 to develop a comprehensive research library in Romanian histo -
ry, hitherto lacking in Cluj; to compile on an ongoing basis a bibliography of
Romanian history; to publish a journal and eventually other publications con-
cerned with the history of the Romanians, particularly in the former Hungarian
Kingdom and especially by younger scholars; and to stimulate historical study
and public interest in history by awarding prizes, sponsoring commemorative
celebrations and excursions, and supporting societies concerned with the sub-
ject interests of the institute.

How well did the Institute of National History meet these challenges? Just
two years later, in 1922, the Institute was able to publish the first volume of
its flagship journal, the Anuarul Institutului de Istorie Naþionalã. This impres-
sive work boded well for the future: it spanned some 434 pages including a com-
prehensive index, and dealt with a broad range of subjects. 

In the same volume, the fledgling institute had a good deal of success to report
in connection with the four desiderata outlined in 1920: a research library of
nearly 5,000 volumes and 700 periodicals had been accumulated;54 bibliographi -
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cal materials had been systematically gathered in collaboration with the University
Library and the library of the Museum of the Romanian Language with a view
toward publishing regular bibliographical reports55; monetary awards had been
made for two research projects, and a regular program of historical commemo-
rations inaugurated. And, the directors noted, they could have done even more
had the material means (both financial and typographical) been available.56
The founding stage in the existence of the Institute had been completed.

Some Conclusions

T HE FOUNDING of the Institute of National History at the University of
Cluj was an important step in the development of Romanian historiog-
raphy. What were its contributions and successes?

Its first achievement was itself: the establishment of an institute and a histo-
riographical school to concentrate means, resources, and individuals toward
the emergence of a world-class historiography in Transylvania.57

Secondly, the Institute was able to set in motion the integration of Transylvanian
history into the history of Romania generally while maintaining a number of
healthy regional traditions and perspectives. This would persist into the future.58

At the same time, it began to make important strides toward dealing with neg-
lected areas, aspects, and types of Transylvanian history, such as social history,
economic history, and institutional history—in fact, most of the areas identi-
fied by Lupaº in 1919 as “principal factors” in the Romanian past—as well as
in the publication of documents and sources.59 In addition, the Institute promoted
what we would now call interdisciplinary studies, something that Sextil Puºcariu
had envisioned for the University of Cluj from the start.60

Its journal became a pace setter in Romanian historical scholarship,61 its
bibliographical work was crucial to the advance of Romanian historiography and
a model for others,62 and the numerous publications series edited by the Institute
created a whole library of new and promising work.63 The momentum and spi -
rit created in the interwar period by the Institute carried on after 1945, despite
the incarceration of its key leaders. And the new University of Cluj was able to
furnish a very friendly and positive home for historical study.

The Institute thus gained considerable scholarly credibility for Transylvanian
historians. The contributions of Institute personnel to the work of the Romanian
Academy was a further indicator.64

Members of the Institute actively participated in the Cluj University exten-
sion movement founded by Virgil Bãrbat in 1924, thus fulfilling several of Pârvan’s
desiderata for the new university in terms of service, national community build-
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ing, and the enlightened application of scholarship.65 They were also active in the
ASTRA cultural association, both in terms of publications and leadership, and in
other similar groups.

From a didactic point of view, the Institute was also very successful. The num-
ber of teachers and researchers prepared between 1919 and 1945 was nearly 400.66
Ioan Lupaº, for one, was extremely preoccupied with pre-university education:
“The basis of our national culture is and will remain the schools.”67 The Institute
also sent eight of its best and brightest abroad for advanced study.

All in all, a significant achievement, made even more impressive when one
takes into account the difficulties under which the Cluj historians labored in
1919–1922. In terms of the goals and research agenda set forth in 1919–1920,
the Institute’s record of success was high and constituted one of the major suc-
cesses of interwar Romanian culture. Though it did not, in the end, escape
from its militantist heritage, this was at least partly the fault of the times in which
they had to function.68 But much of the depressing parts of this tale transpired
in the subsequent stages of the Institute’s history after 1922. It is unfortunate
that the period of really “independent” development of 20th century Romania and
Romanian historiography was so short.

q
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Carpathians. The result was a politicization of the Cluj professoriate, more or less
in self defense. Between 1919 and 1929, 21 of the 80 professors at Cluj were
mem bers of the Romanian Parliament, nine had high governmental positions, and
two were cabinet ministers. Coupled with activities in the heavily-political Romanian
cultural associations (such as ASTRA), “more than half of the academic staff was
involved in politics in one way or another.” This not only took them out of the class-
room or away from their academic tasks; Transylvanian academics would be increas-
ingly corrupted by Regat politics. Lord Acton would not have been surprised by this
outcome. This issue is also discussed in Mândruþ, “Istorici clujeni.” 

Abstract
The Founding of the Cluj School of History, 1919–1922

The paper examines the main events and the context in which the Cluj School of History was estab-
lished after the Great Union. The paper begins with a presentation of the historical factors that had
previously influenced the local historiographical discourse, such as Magyarization policies, church
divisions among the Romanians themselves, and the education system. Then comes a presentation
of the actual creation of the new university, with the contribution of many leading Romanian
historians, amid the hardships following the end of World War I. Attention is also given to the chal-
lenges faced by the school founders (A. Lapedatu, I. Lupaº), to their dilemmas and their 
choices. The conclusions present the main contributions and successes of the Institute of National
History operating within the University of Cluj.
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