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In the forewords to all of his books, 
Professor Keith Hitchins expressed 
his sincere gratitude towards all those 
who inspired, supported and encour-
aged him in devising, carrying out and 
completing his historiographic and 
editorial projects. This public acknowl-
edgement of the fact that what one has 
managed to create and publish—thus 
acquiring public notoriety, interna-
tional prestige and academic titles—is 
not exclusively one’s personal merit, 
but is due, to varying extents, to other 
people in one’s family, circle of friends 
and of colleagues, reveals the spiritual 
qualities and moral values of a man. It 
only takes a glance around us to note 
at once that the obsessive cultivation of 
personal egos has given rise to a culture 
of self-sufficiency, where gratitude has 
truly become a rare commodity. How-
ever, as far as Professor Keith Hitchins, 
who passed away on 1 November 
2020, is concerned, this is another rea-
son why he was and will continue to be 
a rara avis in historiography, and from 
now on in the annals of history.
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Keith Hitchins1 was born on 2 April 1931 in Schenectady, in the federal state 
of New York, in the United States of America, as the son of Arnold and Lillian 
Turrian Hitchins, who were Calvinist or Reformed Christians of British—more 
exactly, Scottish—and Swiss—from German- and French-speaking areas—ori-
gin. He pursued his middle school and high school studies (completed in 1953) 
at Union College in his native town and his higher education at one of the world’s 
most renowned and advanced universities, Harvard, where he obtained his Ph.D. 
in history in 1964. His doctoral thesis focused on the life and activity of Metro-
politan Andrei ªaguna of Transylvania2 and was written under the guidance of 
Professor Robert Lee Wolff (1915–1980). Due to the financial support granted 
to him by the Ford Foundation, in 1955–1956 and 1957–1958, he pursued 
specialized studies at the Universities of Paris and of Vienna, then conducted 
research and documentation work at the archives, libraries and universities of 
Bucharest (1960–1961) and Cluj (1961–1962), as the first grantee of the Ameri-
can Fulbright Program in Romania. In his capacity as researcher of the national 
movement of the Romanians of Transylvania, Hitchins made countless visits 
to the archives and libraries of Belgrade, Bucharest, Budapest, Cluj, Iaºi, Sibiu, 
and Sremski Karlovci, where he collected the documentary and bibliographical 
sources based on which he managed to build an articulate, innovative, balanced 
and professional discourse, which lends freshness and timelessness to his books. 

The passionate young historian began his teaching activity as an instructor 
and assistant professor at Wake Forest University in North Carolina (1958–1960 
and 1962–1965), then went on to become assistant professor (1966–1967) and 
associate professor (1967–1969) at Rice University in Houston, Texas. For half 
a century, from 1969 until the autumn of 2019, he was a full professor of history 
at the University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign, specializing in Romania and 
Southeastern Europe. Completely dedicated to his mission, the American pro-
fessor and historian never started a family of his own, so that the people closest 
to him were his colleagues and disciples, who were by his side until the end. His 
longevity in his university department is a clear and indubitable indication of 
the recognition, prestige and authority he enjoyed in both the Anglo-Saxon and 
international academic world in the field of Romanian and Southeastern Euro-
pean studies. In his six decades of activity, Professor Keith Hitchins amassed and 
built the most significant American collection in the area of Romanian studies 
after that of Harvard University, namely his personal library, which counts tens 
of thousands of volumes, being the most significant private collection of Ro-
manian and Southeastern European history and culture in the usa. In a teach-
ing activity spanning five decades, Professor Hitchins created a veritable school 
of Southeastern European history and Romanian studies at the University of 
Illinois-Urbana, as proven by the several dozen generations of students and es-
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pecially doctoral students whom he mentored and trained during all those years. 
His works on history3 and historical bibliography,4 published in North America 
and in Europe, attest to the fact that his publications enjoy ample notoriety 
and unanimously recognized scientific authority, Keith Hitchins being the most 
important and currently the most quoted Anglo-American historian today on 
issues related to Romanian and Southeastern European studies. 

From 1960 to 2017, Keith Hitchins carried out numerous research trips to 
Romania, spending extensive periods of time in Bucharest, Cluj-Napoca and 
Sibiu in particular. The many friends he made among resounding names of the 
Romanian historiographic, ecclesiastical and cultural world of the 20th century 
testify to his exquisite human qualities, as well as to his intellectual and spiritual 
virtues. All of these names are reverently and gratefully mentioned in the fore-
words to his books, and out of that array of intellectuals it is worth mentioning 
here certain famous historians and people of culture from both home and abroad, 
such as Emil Turdeanu, D. Prodan, Andrei Oþetea, Petru Comarnescu, ªtefan 
Pascu, Pompiliu Teodor, Cornelia Bodea, Liviu Maior, Lucian Boia and Vasile 
Puºcaº, as well as priest-professors Sofron Vlad, Ioan Beju, Aurel Jivi and Mircea 
Pãcurariu. His years of research in Romania, his travels through the country, his 
scientific collaborations and amiable relations with Romanian academics in Cluj-
Napoca, Bucharest, Sibiu, Alba Iulia, Iaºi, Târgu-Mureº and Timiºoara enabled 
him to acquire a deep knowledge of Romanian history, culture, spirituality and 
realities, his publications being a clear indication in this regard.

Keith Hitchins was a thorough researcher, with an excellent mastery of the 
professional historian’s tools, being also proficient in international languages 
(English, French and German) and familiar with most of the languages of the 
Southeastern European peoples (Serbo-Croatian, Hungarian, Russian, Slovak, 
Albanian, Bulgarian, Turkish); he was fluent in Romanian, as shown by the au-
dio and video interviews given to various Romanian journalists in both Roma-
nia and the usa, some of which are available on the internet. Known in Romania 
for his studies and books on the national movement of the Romanians in Tran-
sylvania, on Metropolitan Andrei ªaguna, on the history of the Transylvanian 
Romanian elites and church, on modern Romanian history, and for his concise 
history of Romania, Keith Hitchins enjoyed the wide appreciation of the aca-
demic world and the reading public, which became familiar with him in 1970, 
when the first Romanian translation of a work authored by him was published.5 
His appeal with the Romanian public is demonstrated by the abundance of his 
publications issued in their Romanian versions by publishing houses such as Da-
cia, Enciclopedicã, Humanitas, Corint and Polirom,6 as well as by the academic 
titles and state distinctions bestowed upon him. His bibliography amounts to 
55 books published as author, co-author, editor, and coordinator, issued by the 
publishing houses of the most prestigious higher education centers in the world 
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(Harvard, Cambridge, Oxford, Leiden, Louvain, London, Milan), circa 250 
studies and articles, and approximately 290 reviews, forewords, afterwords and 
other pieces in specialized journals, collective volumes, cultural periodicals and 
encyclopedias in the United States, Europe and Asia. 

I am compelled to stress that Keith Hitchins’s book on the greatest hierarch 
of Transylvania, initially published in 1977 by Harvard University Press, then in 
its Romanian version (Bucharest: Univers Enciclopedic, 1995, 342 pp.) done 
by Fr. Prof. Aurel Jivi, is his latest anthumous work to have been re-edited in 
Romania by Editura Enciclopedicã in 2016.7 According to all the opinions of 
Romanian and foreign historians, “this ample reconstruction of the metropoli-
tan’s personality as a man of the church, a political leader, a prominent figure of 
the political stage of the Habsburg Monarchy,” as Professor Pompiliu Teodor 
described it, this monograph by Keith Hitchins remains the best monograph on 
the great hierarch, a veritable “monument of Central-European historiography,” 
demonstrating once and for all that “Andrei ªaguna’s work constitutes a step-
ping stone in the history of the Romanian nation.”8 

The Romanian academia and political decision makers did not remain indif-
ferent to the merits of the American historian’s work, for he revealed unknown 
pages of our national history, but most of all, made Romanian history accessible 
internationally due to his publications issued by prestigious publishing houses 
and widely circulated journals. The first official and solemn recognition of the 
quality of his historical discourse occurred in 1985, when the Romanian Acad-
emy granted him the Nicolae Iorga Award. After the fall of the communist 
regime, the American professor returned to Romania almost every year, as his 
contacts with the country’s cultural and academic environment were released 
from the bonds and limitations imposed by the secret police. Due to his merits, 
Keith Hitchins was elected honorary member of the Romanian Academy (9 
March 1991) and subsequently became an honorary member of three of the 
Academy’s institutes of history, namely A. D. Xenopol Institute of Iaºi (2008), 
George Bariþiu Institute of Cluj-Napoca (2010) and the Institute for Southeast 
European Studies of Bucharest (2010). Furthermore, eight Romanian universi-
ties awarded him the title of Doctor Honoris Causa, in recognition of over half 
a century of scientific contributions and endeavors to enhance the Romanian-
American cultural relations. The first Alma Mater Studiorum to integrate him 
into its academic community was Babeº-Bolyai University of Cluj-Napoca 
(1991), followed by Lucian Blaga University of Sibiu (1993), 1 Decembrie 
1918 University of Alba Iulia (2001), Petru Maior University of Târgu-Mureº 
(2005), West University of Timiºoara (2008), Alexandru Ioan Cuza University 
of Iaºi (2008), Andrei ªaguna University of Constanþa (2009) and the Univer-
sity of Bucharest (2012). Naturally, the scientific and intellectual community 
repeatedly paid homage to him and saluted the distinctions bestowed upon him 
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by the Romanian Presidency and the Romanian Royal House. Thus, as a token 
of high appreciation for his personal contribution to promoting Romanian his-
tory and culture, for his understanding of and interest in Romanian civilization, 
the President of Romania awarded Professor Keith Hitchins the National Order 
of Merit in the rank of Commander in 2000, and the same order in the rank of 
Grand Officer in 2017. Furthermore, King Michael I awarded him the Cross of 
the Romanian Royal House in 2008. 

Unlike other historians, be they Romanian or foreign, Keith Hitchins loved 
Romania and appreciated Romanian historians and people of culture, as he kept 
in constant contact with them and was grateful to them for their help and sup-
port during his lengthy research projects. Moreover, it is important to mention 
that, after 1989, he made a significant contribution to pro-Romanian political 
lobbying in Washington, dc. Thus, Professor Keith Hitchins was a genuine 
friend of Romania and Romanians, an honest, professional and prolific histo-
rian, an ambassador of Romanian culture to the world. For all these merits, I 
believe that he is worthy of our homage and gratitude, as expressed in particular 
by the brief Romanian prayer: May God forgive him and let him rest in peace!

q
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