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Trianon is a palace within the 
complex of Versailles, where a Peace 
treaty was signed between the allied 
and associated Powers—czechoslova-
kia, romania, the Kingdom of Serbs, 
croats and Slovenes—and Hungary, 
on 4 June 1920, at the end of a process 
which had begun, for the romanians, 
on 17 august 1916, when a treaty of 
alliance had been signed between ro-
mania and the entente—France, Great 
Britain, russia and italy.1 this 1916 
treaty, consisting of a political and a 
military convention, stipulated that 
at the end of the war romania would 
annex large territories of austria-Hun-
gary (transylvania, Banat, criºana, 
Maramureº and north Bukovina) and 
would be considered a great victor at 
the Peace conference, equal in status 
to the Great allies.

there was still another article in the 
1916 treaty which specified that no  
signatory was entitled to make a sepa-
rate peace; this was only to be conclud-
ed at the end of the war “conjointement  
and concomitamment” (together and 
si multaneously).2 this clause was to 
cause much damage to the interna  - 
tio nal position of romania in the rela-

Trianon, 4 June 1920. 
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tions with the allied and associated Powers, as her government, forced by neces-
sity, after the complete collapse of the russian front, and being completely sur-
rounded by the armies of the central Powers (after the treaty of Brest-Litovsk of 
3 March 1918) signed a separate peace with the Germans.3 consequently, the 17 
august 1916 alliance treaty was declared null and void by France, Great Britain, 
the usa, and italy. romania was no longer their ally.

this very much frustrated the romanian authorities, who even accused the 
Western Powers of having failed to honor the obligations they had assumed 
under the 1916 treaty, in several ways, criticizing especially the inertia of the 
Franco-British expeditionary corps stationed in Greece (Salonika). according 
to the 1916 treaty, these allied armed forces were supposed to attack the Bul-
garian-German troops, preventing them from crossing the Danube,4 but they 
did not budge.

the new commander of the allied armies in the east, general Louis Franchet 
d’espérey, launched a lightning attack in September 1918, obliging Bulgaria 
(26 September) and turkey (30 october) to capitulate. in november 1918,  
Franchet d’espérey was in Belgrade. Several units, called “the army of the  
Danube,” were placed under the command of General Henri Mathias Berthelot. 
at the beginning of november they were approaching the Danube.5 General 
Berthelot launched a call to the romanians to take up arms and re-enter the 
war.6 that night, the romanian authorities addressed an ultimatum to the com-
mander of the German forces in romania to leave the country and on 10 no-
vember the government declared war on Germany. no one knew at that time 
that on 11 november Germany would demand an armistice. 

on 3 november 1918, the austro-Hungarian armies signed an armistice at 
Padua (Villa Giusti) with the allied and associated Powers. at the end of oc-
tober, Hungary had declared independence and tried to dissociate herself from 
the austro-Hungarian heritage, looking for ways to be recognized in the inter-
national arena as a new state. consequently, on 13 november 1918, the repre-
sentatives of the Hungarian government led by count Mihály Károlyi got in 
touch with General Louis Franchet d’espérey, with whom they signed a military 
convention, considering it to be an armistice, which it was not. in fact, it was a 
simple military convention, as the French understood it, destined to ensure the 
implementation on Hungarian territory of the armistice of Padua.

according to the convention of Belgrade, the allied armies were free to 
move across Hungarian territory and to occupy strategically important points, 
the administration remaining Hungarian. in transylvania, a demarcation line 
crossing the province from the northeast to the southwest was meant to separate 
the Hungarian armies from the romanian army, which was considered, ipso 
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facto, cobelligerent. the romanian army entered transylvania during the sec-
ond half of november. But romania was still not yet an allied country.7

there was a discussion among the Great Victors, owing especially to the help 
of France (Berthelot, le comte de Saint-aulaire, minister of France in romania, 
Stephen Pichon, French minister of Foreign affairs, and Georges clemenceau). 
clemenceau, the French prime minister, wrote to General Berthelot on 15  

January 1919 that: “Les alliés sont d’accord pour considérer la roumanie com-
me redevenue Puissance alliée . . . ”8 But the treaty of 1916 remained null and 
void, romania was no longer considered a Great Victor and would participate 
in the Peace conference as a small power, with limited interests and compe-
tences, alongside Belgium, Serbia,9 and Greece. in 1916, when the situation 
was bad on the front (the battle of Verdun was raging), the entente Powers had 
made generous promises, but now it was more difficult to deliver. the Serbi-
ans, who never signed a peace treaty with the central Powers, claimed a part of 
Banat, which had been promised to the romanians in 1916.

in transylvania there were frequent skirmishes along the demarcation line, 
which several times was pushed westwards with the agreement of the French 
commanders. one of these movements had a tragic end. on 14 January 1919, 
in a village near Zalãu (northern transylvania), units of the romanian army fell 
into an ambush set by Hungarian troops, which had been supposed to leave the 
locality two hours before the advance of the romanians, as agreed by the local 
commanders. there were dead and wounded. consequently, the romanians 
arrested the commissar of the Hungarian Government for east Hungary, Pro-
fessor istván apáthy, who was afterwards debriefed by romanian and French 
officers.10 one of the results was the decision of the Peace conference of 25 
February 1919 to create a neutral zone in Western transylvania, which would 
separate the romanian and Hungarian armies. the Hungarians were to retreat 
up to the western limit of the neutral zone and the romanians were bound to 
refrain from crossing westwards of the eastern limit. it was decided that French 
troops would occupy that neutral zone. 

When count Károlyi was presented with the decisions of the conference, he 
rejected them and resigned, and a communist-dominated new government took 
over in Budapest, on 21 March 1919. on 15 april 1919, the Hungarian com-
munist army attacked the romanian army, which counterattacked and in a few 
months reached the tisza river. there, the Hungarian communists attacked 
again on 20 July, and the romanian counteroffensive ended with the occupa-
tion of Budapest on 3 august 1919.11
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At the Peace Conference

The romanian delegation, led by Prime Minister ion i. c. Brãtianu, ar-
rived in Paris in the middle of January 1919. the second in command 
was nicolae Miºu. the members of the delegation were close collabora-

tors of Brãtianu.
the arguments of Brãtianu were:
• the treaty of 17 august 1916, which he still considered valid;
• the vote of the assemblies of cernãuþi (czernowitz), chiºinãu and alba 

iulia;
• the participation of romania in the war;
• romania’s re-entry into the war (10 november 1918);
• the romanian majority inhabiting all these regions—transylvania, Banat, 

Bessarabia, Bukovina;
• the presence of the romanian army in Hungary and the communist danger 

in the east and West.
the first confrontation occurred as the Serbians demanded a part of the 

Banat, which had been promised to romania (1916) in its entirety.12 
coming from Greece with the allied armies in the east, the Serbians had oc-

cupied Banat up to the Mureº river, plundering some parts of the region,13 try-
ing to prevent the romanians from Banat from going to the assembly of alba 
iulia (1 December 1918) which decided the union of transylvania, Banat and 
Maramureº with romania, and then seeking to hamper the return of those who 
had nevertheless managed to make the trip. the ruling council of transylvania, 
created on 2 December 1918 at alba iulia, was prevented from introducing the 
romanian administration into the province. there was the real danger of a clash 
between the armies of two allied countries.

the French found the solution: they created the zone of French military oc-
cupation in Banat (15 March 1919), the Serbian troops were obliged (on orders 
from General d’espérey) to evacuate the region, and in July General charles de 
tournadre (the area commander) handed over the administration to the roma-
nians.14 

at the Peace conference, Brãtianu adamantly insisted that the 17 august 
1916 alliance treaty was still valid, pointing out that the King Ferdinand i 
and the Parliament of romania had not ratified the Peace treaty signed by 
romania with the central Powers on 7 May 1918. Speaking vehemently dur-
ing the hearings with the Big Four, representing the Supreme council of the 
Peace conference, he demanded that romania’s frontier with Hungary be on 
the tisza river, as promised in 1916, also invoking the validity of the decision 
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of the assemblies of Bukovina and Bessarabia for union with romania, and the 
right to self-determination.

this ran counter to the opinion of the Big Four who considered the treaty of 
1916 null and void, accusing Brãtianu of exaggerated claims, pursuing excessive 
territorial accretion.15 

in fact, even if the 1916 treaty had been still valid, the territory between 
the tisza river and the real frontier decided upon by the commission of the 
conference would not have been annexed by romania, as it was inhabited by a 
Hungarian majority.

in order to solve the very difficult problem of the frontiers, the Peace con-
ference set up territorial commissions, having as their head the French politi-
cian andré tardieu. the commission for the romanian frontiers included the 
famous French geographer Professor emmanuel de Martonne, a member of the 
French delegation to the conference.16 

ion i. c. Brãtianu refused to sign the Peace treaty with austria, which was 
accompanied by a treaty on minorities which he considered to be interference 
in the internal affairs of romania. on 4 July 1919 he left the conference and 
went home, where he resigned. the following government was led by General 
arthur Vãitoianu, and then in november 1919 the parliamentary elections 
brought to power the romanian national Party of transylvania. iuliu Maniu, its 
president, refused to form a new government and in December alexandru Vaida  
Voevod’s cabinet took over. in December, the romanian government signed 
the treaties with austria, Bulgaria and the treaty on minorities. the treaty of 
trianon with Hungary was signed on 4 June 1920 by the alexandru averescu 
government. after the Peace treaty with Hungary was signed, the council of 
the ambassadors confirmed the union of Bessarabia and north Bukovina with 
romania. the italian government ratified the union of Bessarabia and Bukovina 
with romania in 1927 and the american government only in 1933.

Trianon

The territorial commission for romania’s frontiers with Hungary es-
tablished the boundary on 12 May 1919.17 as said before, Brãtianu stub-
bornly claimed the frontier promised in 1916. He did not get it and went 

home. the Peace treaty with Hungary was signed on 4 June 1920 in the palace 
of trianon, after romania had signed the treaties with Bulgaria, austria and 
the treaty on minorities. on that occasion, Hungary’s boundaries with austria, 
czechoslovakia, romania and the Kingdom of the Serbs, croats and Slovenes 
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were confirmed. Hungary was losing two thirds of her former territory, but 
these territories were inhabited by majorities of Slovaks, romanians, Serbians, 
croats, and German-speaking people in the Burgenland. the settlement decided 
upon in Paris could not be perfect, but if the Hungarian minorities found it 
unjust to live under foreign governments, it would have been much more unjust 
for the romanian, Serbian, croat, Slovak majorities in those territories to live 
under Hungarian rule. the trianon treaty provoked shock and despair in Hun-
gary. the Hungarian delegation at the Peace conference forwarded a memoran-
dum to the Supreme council of the conference, asking for the preservation of 
Hungary’s territorial integrity.18 their arguments were the following:

• the unity of Hungary was the result of natural geographic conditions;
• separating certain regions from the Hungarian state ran counter the prin-

ciple (the right) of nationalities; 
• the new frontiers separated the production centers from their sources of 

raw materials; 
• historical right—the centuries-long existence of the Hungarian state; the 

Hungarian elites had developed a eugenic conception and mentality, consider-
ing the Magyar ethnic element to be racially and culturally superior to their 
neighbors, hence their scornful attitude19;

• Hungary’s unity was necessary to european peace;
• the new frontiers cut across social cohesion20;
• “le remaniement décidé est un transfert de l’inévitable hégémonie nationale 

à des races de culture inférieure, donc une déchéance qu’il faut éviter” (in French 
in the original).21

the romanian delegation protested to the Supreme council of the confer-
ence against the scornful attitude of the Hungarian delegation, but did not ac-
cept that the problem of the frontiers be re-discussed.22

article 45 of the trianon Peace treaty stated as follows:

La Hongrie renonce, en ce qui la concerne, en faveur de la Roumanie à tous droits 
et titres sur les territoires de l’ancienne monarchie austro-hongroise, situés au-delà 
des frontières de la Hongrie, telles qu’elles sont fixées à l’article 27, partie IV (Fron-
tières de la Hongrie) et reconnus par le présent traité ou par tous les autres traités 
conclus en vue de régler les affaires actuelles, comme faisant partie de la Roumanie.23

What happened at trianon was not a gift; it was the international ratification of 
the decisions taken by the romanian national assembly on 1 December 1918, 
in alba iulia.
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After Trianon

The frontiers and the new position and status of a new country, Greater 
romania, in the international relations were confirmed. the union of 
all romanians was completed. romania almost doubled her territory 

and population, inheriting at the same time difficulties issued from the diversity 
(ethnic and religious) of the population in the new provinces, hence a host of 
new and difficult problems.

nevertheless, new prospects regarding development and modernization 
opened to the country. old “wounds” had to be healed, and new ones could 
appear.

in 1923 a new, very modern constitution was adopted, guaranteeing all civic 
rights for everybody: universal suffrage for men, complete religious freedom, 
the naturalization of the Jews, education in the native language (the state created 
and financed schools in Hungarian, German, Serbian and other languages). a 
radical land reform was also implemented. Peasants of all nationalities received 
land. 

the economic activities of the minorities were not hampered.24 the politi-
cal rights of the minorities were respected. the Hungarian and Jewish parties 
participated in the elections, local and general, and sent to the romanian Parlia-
ment deputies and senators. Jewish organizations entered electoral coalitions 
with the national Peasant Party (1928) and with the national Liberal Party 
(1927).25 the culture of the minorities developed. there were more Hungarian 
publications in transylvania than before the war.26 Here is the opinion of the 
historian c. a. Macartney: 

Instead, therefore, of seeking to Romanianize them, Romania has adopted the wis-
er, and certainly more successful policy encouraging their own national cultures, 
since the gains they may record are solely at the expense of the Magyars. Her purely 
cultural policy towards these nationalities has been very liberal.27

there were still problems to be solved, but the envoys of the League of na-
tions reported that the romanian government was making serious efforts to 
improve the condition of minorities (especially in education). Pablo de azcárate 
and erik colban—the envoys of the League of nations—crossed the country 
several times. concerning the education, Lord robert cecil, the president of 
the committee of the League of nations, who examined the complaints of the 
minorities, declared to the romanian government in 18 March 1926: 
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Mes collègues du Comité du Conseil, qui a examiné la question de la Roumanie 
sur l’enseignement privé, m’ont prié d’exprimer en leur nom leur appréciation de 
l’utile concours qui a été apporté par le représentant de la Roumanie, M. Comnène.

Le Comité reconnaît que le gouvernement roumain n’a épargné aucun effort 
pour mettre à la disposition du Comité tous les renseignements nécessaires en vue 
d’une étude approfondie de la question et il désire en remercier le gouvernement 
roumain. Dans une question très difficile, le gouvernement roumain a manifesté  
le désir le plus sincère et le plus louable de satisfaire à ce que demandent la justice 
et l’Humanité.28

there was, nevertheless, discontent on the part of different minorities (especially 
Hungarian) with their situation in romania and the policy of the government. 
the Hungarians flooded the League of nations with complaints. erik colban, 
head of the Section of minorities at the League of nations (1924) wrote: “after 
analyzing the Hungarian petition alleging romanian abuse, the League’s com-
mittee of three concluded that many of them contained exaggerated claims and 
that some were simply false.”29 the Hungarian irredentism grew considerably 
during the interwar period, leading to the Vienna award of 1940.

it would have been impossible to draw fairer boundary lines given the intri-
cate situation of ethnic groups in east and central europe at the end of the First 
World War. trianon nevertheless succeeded in removing former injustices. 

q
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Abstract
Trianon

the treaty of trianon (1920) has been highly debated both in historiography and in the public 
arena, often in a tense atmosphere. this paper aims at an objective, non-partisan description of 
the events leading up to the Peace conference and of the negotiations between the diplomatic 
delegations of the countries involved (romania, czechoslovakia, the Kingdom of Serbs, croats 
and Slovenes, Hungary, and austria). We have looked at romania’s relationship with the entente 
(France, Great Britain, italy, and the United States of america), its activity at the Peace confer-
ence, its demands and gains, and the debates at trianon. We considered it essential to present the 
arguments of both sides and the results of the treaty of trianon. 
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