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Abstract: This study focuses on the case of the Interwar ’Young Generation’ as a 
symptom of the antimodern turn in the Romanian and European 1930s, and also as a 
strategy of self‑assertion and national deprovincialisation. The action of this cultural 
group had an essentially synchronic character, apparently in line with the ‘revolutionary 
forces’ defined in E. Lovinescu’s Istoria civilizaţiei române moderne [The History of 
Modern Romanian Civilization]. Its synchronism was not, however, liberal and 
pro‑Westernization, but anti‑liberal and anti‑Occidentalist. It was also anti‑modern, as 
it rejected the minor status of ‘servile imitation’ – a position conclusively illustrated by 
young Eliade’s articles regarding the promotion of Romanian culture in Italy, by his 
cultural propaganda as a diplomatic envoy to Lisbon, and by the similar propagandistic 
activity carried out by Emil Cioran and Eugen Ionescu during the period when they 
worked at the Romanian Legation in the Vichy regime. Mention should be made that here 
the term ‘anti‑modern’ should be understood, as with Jacques Maritain and Antoine 
Compagnon, as ultra‑modern à rebours.
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The self‑assertion of the young generation of Romania in the 1930s represented a 
particular case of the emergence of peripheral elites in between two radical changes of 
global systems. Herein I shall use the term ‘periphery’ as it is conceived by Immanuel 
Wallerstein in The Modern World System: Capitalist Agriculture and the Origins of the 
European World Economy in the Sixteenth Century, 1974.1 I have discussed about the 
dominant complex of the Romanian cultural elites in my book on Avangarda românească 
și complexul periferiei. Primul ‘val’ [The Romanian Avant‑garde and the Periphery 
Complex. The First ‘Wave’].2 In short, this complex is predicated on a sentiment of 
frustration generated by belonging to a minor, subaltern culture, which lacks international 
audience and worldwide recognition. The psychological implications of such ‘complexes’ 
should not be underestimated. Adrian Marino’s reflections on ‘the Dinicu Golescu 
complex’3 and, in particular, Mircea Martin’s seminal study about G. Călinescu și 
‘complexele’ literaturii române [G. Călinescu and the ‘Complexes’ of Romanian 
Literature]4 have opened a stimulating field of investigation. In the early 1920s, the new 
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unified Romanian state was facing a crisis of uncontrolled development, generating great 
constructive ambitions and equally challenging frustrations. One decade after the Great 
Union, the young cultural elites regarded the imperative of deprovincialization as a 
supreme national mission. The above‑diagnosed situation seemed impossible to 
overcome given Romania’s essentially inadequate institutions. The image of Romania 
was that of a state that had been artificially created at the negotiating table of the great 
powers, through the annexation of provinces that had previously belonged to the lately 
dismembered European empires; moreover, almost three quarters of its population were 
peasants living in indigent, quasi‑archaic conditions; its urban population had only 
recently been established and its middle class was predominantly allogeneic; the ethnic 
majority was economically destitute; its mimetic elites and its culture revolved, in 
subaltern manner, within the orbit of French influence; high‑end institutional traditions 
were quasi‑absent; the Capital’s centralist domination over the province was well‑nigh 
complete and public life was subjugated by politicking and corruption; there were 
serious discrepancies between the ‘legal country’ and the ‘real country’; and cultural 
propaganda was utterly ineffective. Fuelled by post‑Eminescian social thought, the 
perception of modernization and deprovincialization through anticolonial lenses 
gradually became entrenched as the ideology of this generation. Still, this was not a 
novelty. for the young B. fundoianu, who wrote, in 1922, a provocative preface, 
Romanian culture had barely reached the status of a ‘colony of the French culture.’5 The 
description of pre‑war Romania as a ‘peripheral society,’ progressing with difficulty 
towards the status of a ‘Balkan colony,’ was to be accredited in the 1970s by Daniel 
Chirot’s social history studies.6 It is not irrelevant that the American sociologist was 
influenced by the ideas of Henri H. Stahl, a social‑democrat of Austro‑Marxist formation 
and a prominent member of the Sociological School of Bucharest led by Dimitrie Gusti 
and of the ‘Criterion’ group.

Peripheral modernizations and geo‑cultural options 

The interwar ‘young generation’ (I will use this original term instead of the one 
proposed by Dan C. Mihăilescu, the ‘1927 Generation,’ which has been adopted in 
recent cultural historiography) was the first to forge a generational identity for itself and 
to shape its own ideology. The conflict between westernizing modernization and 
Orthodoxist, ruralist autochthonism, which held centre stage in the intellectual debates 
in Romania after 1918, was only one aspect of the tension between the European Centre 
that experienced a crisis and the peripheral identities. It was translated, among other 
things, into the opposition that nae Ionescu developed between the irrationalism of 
Orthodox religious feeling and the rationalism of the Catholic‑Protestant faith, in Petre 
Pandrea’s considerations on the ‘semi‑colonial’ status of modern Romania, in Emil 
Cioran’s radical self‑critique on the grounds of ethnicity and in his ideas about collective 
metanoia as the impulse for historical leaps forward, in the alluring appeal that the 
Thraco‑Dacian substrate exerted, in the footsteps of Mihai Eminescu, B.‑P. Hasdeu, 
Lucian Blaga and Vasile Pârvan, on the ‘Orphic’ Dan Botta and the esotericist Vasile 
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Lovinescu, and in Mircea Eliade’s anti‑historicism and anti‑Eurocentrism. The 
‘temptation of the Orient,’7 the praise of mythical thought and the fad for ‘original 
thought’ represented the symptoms of the same trend. Against the backdrop of Western 
decadence diagnosed by Oswald Spengler in Der Untergand often Abendlandes (1919), 
the idea of the regeneration of Western Europe through the new spirituality of the 
post‑Byzantine South East, proposed by Hermann von Keyserling in Das Spektrum 
Europas (1928) and enthusiastically adopted amidst the neo‑traditionalist milieus in 
Romania, was spontaneously embraced, through the ‘Criterion’ Cultural Association 
(1932‑1934), by Petru Comarnescu, who also adhered to the notion of the melting‑pot 
identity of American extraction. The interest in the global rise of the ‘new World,’ as 
well as in Asia and, in particular, in the anticolonial India of Gandhi and Tagore, entailed, 
on the other hand, a rejection of the ‘Balkanism,’ as a provincial version of autochthony 
that was associated with the Ottoman historical backwardness and servitude. The 
contestation of the old political and cultural power centres did not stem, therefore, from 
solidarity with the ‘close vicinity,’ but from a latent superiority complex.

Synchronicity and anti‑modernity

The action of the young generation had an essentially synchronic character, apparently 
in line with the ‘revolutionary forces’ defined in E. Lovinescu’s Istoria civilizaţiei 
române moderne [The History of Modern Romanian Civilization]. Their synchronism 
was not, however, liberal and pro‑Westernization, but anti‑liberal and anti‑Occidentalist. 
It was also anti‑modern, as it rejected the minority status of ‘servile imitation’ – a 
position conclusively illustrated by young Eliade’s articles regarding the promotion of 
Romanian culture in Italy, by his cultural propaganda as a diplomatic envoy to Lisbon, 
and by the similar propagandistic activity carried out by Emil Cioran and Eugen Ionescu 
during the period when they worked at the Romanian Legation in the Vichy regime. 
Mention should be made that here the term ‘anti‑modern’ should be understood, as with 
Jacques Maritain and Antoine Compagnon, as ultra‑modern à rebours.8 Politically, the 
azimuth of synchronization concerned the authoritarian, fascist and corporatist regimes 
of Mussolini’s Italy, Salazar’s Portugal, Franco’s Spain or Marshal Pilsudski’s Poland 
and, to some extent, the traditionalism of Catholic, Maurassian France. Among the 
models it endorsed there were ‘imperial’ liberal democracies such as conservative 
England (emulated by Dragoş Protopopescu, n. Steinhardt, Mircea Eliade and Mihail 
Sebastian) and the United States (for Petru Comarnescu). The Soviet Union also had its 
supporters, ranging from the pro‑communist Alexandru Sahia, Geo Bogza and Belu 
Silber to heterodox nationalists like Emil Cioran. In fact, while the followers of the 
radical right rejected the USSR on the grounds of its incompatibility with their 
national‑Christian and anti‑Semitic positions, what they had in common with the Soviet 
Bolshevism were the anti‑bourgeois messianism and revolutionary collectivism. A bête 
noire was declared to be the rationalist and progressive France, held responsible for 
Romania’s mimetic relegation to the margins, on account of the failure of the 
national‑liberal State and the model of the ‘1848 Revolution,’ which had not secured an 
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organic adherence to the social body. As regards the relation modernism vs. traditionalism, 
a benchmark in the liberal and progressive historiography on the interwar Romanian 
culture (from E. Lovinescu to Z. Ornea), the position adopted by the ‘young generation’ 
eschewed any dichotomy: this was not a combination of ideological traditionalism and 
aesthetic modernism, but a distinct direction, defined as ‘epiphanic modernism’ by the 
historian Roger Griffin in his studies on modernism and fascism.9 Its rapport with 
spiritual neo‑traditionalism was no less important than its affinities with the avant‑garde, 
in line with a culture of radicalism and transgression.

The revenge of particularisms

The generational solidarity of the Criterionists did not exclude, but tremendously 
amplified their internal conflicts and contradictions, ideological adversities, and even 
their political conversions, regarded as an expression of freedom and authenticity. This 
relational model (based on the identity of opposites) functioned optimally as long as the 
‘Criterion’ Association existed. The personality who embodied the most characteristic 
tendencies of this generation was Mircea Vulcănescu, a bridge between two seemingly 
incompatible university models, which were nonetheless equally decisive in terms of 
their formative impact: Professors nae Ionescu and Dimitrie Gusti.10 The former was a 
‘reactionary’ ethno‑metaphysician, as well as a theological‑philosophical and political 
guru, a languishing blend of existentialism and Orthodox Socratism, while the latter was 
a social conservative and a reformer dedicated to the advancement of the Romanian rural 
world11. Both of them, however, aimed to legitimize the rural identity, understood as a 
form of ethnic authenticity. Thus, whereas nae Ionescu considered developing the 
ontology of Romanianness, Gusti’s sociological system meant, for the same Vulcănescu, 
a ‘regional ontology of social existence, in Heidegger’s sense.’12

The success of the fascisizing movements among the young intellectuals ought to be 
understood as an expression of the ‘revenge of the periphery’, amid the recent collapse 
of the last European empires (Ottoman, Habsburg, Tsarist) and the general reorientation 
towards essentialist identities. Irrationalist vitalism and ‘mystical’ experience, associated 
with the immediate and concrete apprehension of the real, compensate for an acute sense 
of instability and for the indeterminacy of identity. The praise of heroic barbarism and 
‘hooligan’ violence, the cult of adventure, of anarchic sexuality and of force are 
tantamount to a direct attack against the universalist, rationalist and humanistic values 
that articulated the canon of classical Europe. The new autochthonism privileged 
archaism, the Thraco‑Dacian substrate, the traditional village and orthodoxy and rejected 
any supranational universalism as a hegemonic threat. The opposition rural (organic, 
authentic, original) vs. urban (mechanical, allogeneic, estranged) or – along the line of 
German philosophy and sociology – culture vs. civilization and community vs. society 
pertains to the same anti‑modern, anti‑Enlightenment, anti‑universalist logic, which, in 
a sense, is also anticolonial, envisaging the ethno‑cultural emancipation of local 
particularisms. This opposition explains, in the terms of Lucian Blaga’s Spenglerian 
morphology from Trilogia culturii [The Trilogy of Culture], the refusal of the ‘modelling’ 
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influence exerted by French culture (defined by the universalist imperative addressed to 
any foreigner: ‘Be like I am!’) in favour of the ‘catalytic’ catchphrase of German culture 
(defined by the exhortation: ‘Be thyself!’). ‘A frenchman,’ Blaga said, ‘veers towards a 
trans parent efflorescence, towards a culture that is typical, a diaphanous law, a crystal, 
a universal model; he will sacrifice the individual for the sake of the measure, of 
refinement and balance. A German will cultivate the particular, the individual, the misty 
and the sylvan, and his horizon will goad him towards excess and boundlessness in all 
his stylistic manifestations. German culture has a more local, more particularistic, more 
romantic, more animated, less conformist and less academic character than French 
culture. As an individual, the frenchman is absorbed by a generic type. The German 
grows inwardly, brimming over the law, and filling the frameworks of his individuality 
accordingly.’13 Both in the case of Eliade, and in that of Vulcănescu and noica, local 
specificity was seen through the lenses of the creative and organic assimilation of 
external influences (‘temptations’), which should not be understood as a passive process. 
It was the initiative, not ‘the given,’ the creation, and not the mechanical imitation 
that were valued. The same attitude of creative assimilation was present at the religious 
level. Unlike in the case of nichifor Crainic’s dogmatic Orthodoxy, for the members of 
the young generation the Orthodox option did not preclude an interest in neo‑Thomism, 
Gnosticism, Hermeticism, esotericism, theosophy, Oriental spirituality, Sufism, 
Orphism, etc.

The rehabilitation of the province 

The conflict between the model of the centralized unification of the newly‑annexed 
Romanian provinces – forged by the liberal elites after 1918, in the wake of the French 
model – and the latent regionalist tendencies is analysed by Sorin Alexandrescu in 
Paradoxul român [The Romanian Paradox, 1998]. According to the author, the 
disappearance of the Conservative Party (1925), triggered by the collapse of big 
landownership and the abolition of censitary suffrage appears to have fostered the 
populist mutations that were radicalized in the form of an anti‑parliamentarian, ethnicist 
and xenophobic reactionarism.14 This idea is supported by Virgil nemoianu, who 
considers that through President Woodrow Wilson’s 14 points, the Western authority 
committed, ‘out of its blind, antifederalist zeal,’ a fatal error, validating the principle of 
national self‑determination and investing it ‘with institutional power, as a discursive 
framework for the successor states’ of the former Habsburg Empire. Aside from the 
questionable character of some of his conclusions, nemoianu fairly notices that ‘this 
discursive framework establishes the operating parameters of the generations that 
asserted themselves after World War I’ and turns nationalism into an alibi for all the 
political parties in Romania, its ultimate effect – under the well‑known historical 
conditions – being its degeneration and downgrading to the level of Legionnaire 
ultra‑nationalism,15 with the mention that this was a foundationalist and Messianic 
ethnic nationalism, operating within the logic of a religious confrontation between the 
majority’s and the minority’s ethnocentrisms and also against the Bolshevik threat.16 
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The effort to cancel out the disparities between the historical provinces, and between the 
rural and ‘superimposed stratum’ of the cities left its mark upon the policies of forced 
Romanianization after 1920. Against this background, the rehabilitation of the Province 
qua Centre represented one of the obsessive ideas of the ‘Trăirist’ generation.17 nae 
Ionescu’s and Mihail Sebastian’s apology of their native Brăila, Emil Cioran’s projection 
of post‑Habsburg phantasms on ‘austere’ Transylvania (‘Romania’s Prussia’), the 
vehement Banatian regionalism of Anişoara Odeanu and the Bukovinian one of the 
‘Iconar’ Movement (Mircea Streinul, Iulian Vesper, Traian Chelaru and others) left their 
marks on the publicistic activity of the generation. The 17 Scrisori către un provincial 
[Letters to a Provincial Man], published in serial form by Mircea Eliade in Cuvântul, 
represented a pedagogical catalyst; for Eliade, the province was to become a ‘school of 
manhood’ and the passive, defeated misfits of pre‑war literature were to be opposed by 
the rebellious ‘hooligans,’ who could turn disadvantages into opportunities. In the 
reportages of 1930s, the province, the margin and the periphery were limned as 
mysterious and fascinating (albeit distressing or downright atrocious) spaces, where 
there took place the sensational ‘adventures of banality’ (Geo Bogza), while the 
‘picturesque Romania’ of the travellers from the turn of the twentieth century was 
recharted, in the authenticists’ versions, as a ‘rough Romania.’ According to Mihai 
Zamfir, the prose written by the young generation of the 1940s evinced a ‘unanimous 
drive towards the rehabilitation of the province in the name of its universal values,’ the 
province being mapped as an ‘essentialized, symbolic space of existence.’18 Through the 
way it was lived and assumed, the Centre could be anywhere, even in the humblest of 
provinces.

The missions of the young generation. Turning the negative into positive

In a seminal study,19 Mircea Vulcănescu claimed that the history of his generation 
was defined by a ‘spiritual moment’ (1925‑1929) of auroral, optimistic assertion, 
followed by a ‘nonspiritual moment’ (1929‑1932), of collapse, defeat and disorientation, 
which was marked by intellectual disarray and had been heralded by the global economic 
crisis; the barometers of this evolution can be retrieved from the inquiry undertaken by 
the review Tiparniţa literară (year I, no. 2, 1928) and by a survey conducted by the 
review Vremea (year V, no. 268, Christmas, 1932), following the series of conferences 
entitled ‘The Explanation of Our Time,’ launched by the ‘forum’ Association. The 
tropisms identified by Vulcănescu make up a fairly consistent profile: 1) ‘the thirst for 
experience,’ coupled with the ‘removal of any hindrances to reason,’ 2) ‘adventure,’ 
3) ‘authenticity, the will to be as you are,’ 4) ‘spirituality, the will to overcome yourself, 
the need for the absolute,’ 5) ‘dramatic tension, tragedy, crisis’ (representing ‘the crux 
of the experience shared by the young generation’, leading to a ‘forking of the paths’: 
towards ‘negativism,’ ‘agony’ or ‘despair,’ towards derived solutions, such as ‘heroic 
pessimism’ or towards adherence to a certain ideology: ‘integral nationalism,’ ‘Marxist 
communism’ or ‘centre politics’). ‘Resolute, disillusioned action,’ ‘resignation in history’ 
and ‘prayer’ (the metaphysical solution) are identified as solutions for maintaining the 



Paul Cernat 175

‘intellectual balance.’ In other interventions, the essayist highlighted only two tendencies: 
‘despair‑driven activism’ (nihilistic revolt, followed by revolutionary commitment) and 
‘resignation‑driven historicism’ (implying the modest, constructive contribution to the 
national community), cf. the conference Tendinţele tinerei generaţii în domeniul social 
şi economic [The Trends of the Young Generation in the Social and Economic Field], 
held on 20 february 1934, under the patronage of the Romanian Intellectuals’ Union, 
and published – together with another conference on this topic, delivered by Mihail 
Manoilescu, in the booklet Tendinţele tinerei generaţii [The Trends of the Young Gene‑
ration].20 It should be noted, in this respect, that the following were the main ‘missions’ 
to be assumed by the generation, as Vulcănescu set them forth: 1) ‘to ensure the spiritual 
unity of the Romanians, united politically through the sacrifice of the fiery generation’; 
2) ‘to express, in universal forms, the Romanian soul,’ which had been stimulated by the 
‘influences of the trends abroad’ (of the post‑war German ‘Orientalizing mysticism,’ the 
‘Russian emigration’s mysticism,’ of ‘french Maurassianism and neo‑Thomism,’ of 
‘Russian communism and German Marxism,’ of ‘Italian fascism and German national 
Socialism’); 3) ‘to prepare spiritually for the hard trials ahead.’ As with Mircea Eliade, 
the dominant themes were the sense that the time necessary for the grand construction 
projects had been running out and the perception of history as an external threat.

The radical critique of Western modernity operated by nae Ionescu’s school, which 
denounced it as a product of the Protestant Reformation and the Enlightenment, was 
translated into a double flight: into space (towards the Orient) and in time (through the 
rediscovery of the Middle Ages, the praise of archaism, and the nostalgia for origins). 
The most consistent autochthonous contestation of Occidentalism undoubtedly belonged 
to Eliade. For the young historian of religions, the revelation of Asia’s spirituality was 
equivalent to a projection of the Renaissance ideals at the scale of a new global 
ecumenism. Mediated by Gandhist anticolonialism, but recast in the key of a ‘revolt 
against the modern world’ (cf. Julius Evola), Eliade’s adherence to the Legionnaire right 
wing after his return from India was the political expression of this attitude. The Gandhi 
model of a revolution that non‑violent liberation, with the analogy between the native 
Indian and Romanian peasant, was also claimed by Mircea Vulcănescu in a well‑known 
article that opposed, in Eminescu’s footsteps, the ‘Romania of the cities’ and the 
‘Romania of the villages’: ‘Beyond the problem of the state, beyond the problem of the 
social regime, there lies the problem of two Romanias: the village or the city. Beyond 
Mussolini or Lenin, there shines forth, from the depth of the Romanian predicament, the 
face of Gandhi.’21 Eliade’s anti‑historicism should be understood, at the same time, as a 
strategy of bracketing the virtually insurmountable historical and civilization gaps 
separating the Romanian and the Western cultures. According to the young scholar, from 
proto‑history up until the early Middle Ages, the autochthonous population had been ‘in 
synch’ with the other European peoples. That is why the ‘individualism, positivism, 
non‑symbolism that naturally derived from the century of historicism – had little to find 
in the past of the nations deprived of the glorious Middles Ages (...) The signs seem to 
indicate the complete surmounting of both historicism, on the one hand, and individualism 
and positivism, on the other. (...) Hence, the passion of today’s elites for prehistory, 
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races, religions, mythologies, and symbols.’22 In the conception of Eliade and Vulcănescu, 
the ‘authenticity’ of the traditional village preserved a reality that the new elites were 
urged to valorise.

An altogether different identitarian stance was encountered in the late 1930s, with 
Emil Cioran and Eugen Ionescu, the victims of a ‘self‑hatred’ à la roumaine that drove 
them, after 1945, towards a polemical self‑reinvention – including in linguistic terms – 
within the frameworks of French identity (France representing the European centre for 
intellectual validation). Self‑hatred manifested itself, for the young Cioran, also through 
an anti‑rural sentiment; for him, the Romanians’ condition of ‘eternal villagers of the 
history’ was a form of non‑existence and a curse that could only be overcome through 
metanoia (‘the transfiguration of Romania’). Such a problem did not exist in Eugen 
Ionescu’s case, one of the few members of the generation for whom Balkanism was, in 
fact, a fertile tradition. The ‘negativity’ of the two – and not only theirs – was typically 
offensive. For their entire generation, the defiant acceptance of the pejorative labels the 
rationalist critics – from Şerban Cioculescu to Mihai Ralea, from Camil Petrescu to G. 
Călinescu – had applied to them was a mark of pride. for both Cioran and Ionescu, 
Romanianism was assumed, in exile, as negativity: as a stigma, as disability, as a trauma 
or a shameful illness. At the level of writing, the effects reflected: self‑dissolving 
defeatism and aestheticized barbarism in Cioran’s case, and the image of derision and 
absurd existence in Ionescu’s. As with Samuel Beckett, the spectre of the métèque and 
the barbarian haunted their entire Parisian work, and the nostalgia for their origins 
followed them to the very end. What is revealing, in both cases, is their attitude towards 
the Jews as an expression of resentment against Romanianness. for a negative messianic 
like Emil Cioran, admiration was intimately admixed with envy, and enmity was 
entwined with identification, under the simultaneous garb of anti‑Semitism and 
pro‑Semitism, eventually reaching a masochistic suppression of Romanianness and 
adopting the French language as a vehicle for stylistic refinement and impulse domesti‑
cation; for Eugen Ionescu, the fear of being identified as a Jew, along the maternal line, 
by the anti‑Semitism of the far‑right, and the need for a secure shelter, led him to reject 
the ‘father’s land’ (and the father tongue) in favour of the ‘mother’s land’ (and the French 
language).23 In both situations, as well as in the case of Eliade the scholar (though not 
the writer of the same name), universalization occurred through a relinquishment of the 
Romanian language. For those who remained in the homeland, including Mircea 
Vulcănescu, Constantin noica, n. Steinhardt and Mihail Sebastian, legitimacy came by 
in other ways, through the alliance between cultural seduction and their quality (whether 
exportable or not) as victims of totalitarianisms.

Informal alternatives and anti‑system attitudes

The much‑clamoured ‘primacy of the spiritual’ was, of course, an elitist expression 
of rebellion against plutocratic politicianism and the liberal oligarchy. Within the 
generation, it was manifested through a radical critique of the official institutions and 
through an establishment of parallel, alternative institutions. Classical parties were 
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rejected in favour of radical revolutionary movements, of the Iron Guard type and (more 
rarely) of the underground Communist Party at that time. Even moderate intellectuals 
(Petru Comarnescu, Henri H. Stahl, Petre Pandrea, Anton Golopenţia, Eugen Ionescu, 
M. Blecher, Pericle Martinescu, Bucur Țincu and others) adopted anti‑political attitudes. 
An alternative directed against the system’s philosophy but active within the academic 
system was nae Ionescu’s ‘Socratism,’ a Romanian version of the wisdom circles under 
the patronage of Hermann Graf Keyserling or Ludwig Klages. The young Romanian 
existentialists, headed by Emil Cioran, cultivated ‘private thinkers’ (Pascal, Kierkegaard, 
nietzsche, Shestov and Unamuno). Authoritative literary criticism was avoided and the 
new reviewers (Mihail Sebastian, Eugen Ionescu, Octav Şuluţiu) rejected magisterial 
attitudes in favour of an essayistic approach that was not afraid to flirt with the rhetoric 
of a private diary. The community spirit was also manifested in the field, through the 
presence of many Criterionists in the teams of monographic sociology coordinated by 
Dimitrie Gusti’s School. The ‘forum’ group (led by Ionel Jianu) and Petru Comarnescu’s 
‘Criterion’ were informal institutions, too, reiterating, along other coordinates, the model 
of Junimea’s ‘prelections.’ After World War II, Constantin noica initiated informal 
philosophical schools in his homes from Pădurea Andronache and Cîmpulung, at a time 
when non‑Marxist philosophy had already been banned and informality had become 
clandestine. The lectures delivered orally by the phenomenologist Alexandru Dragomir, 
a former PhD student of Heidegger’s, pertained to the same underground paradigm. The 
hesychastic ‘Burning Bush’ group from Antim Monastery had engaged in an informal 
and clandestine activity in relation to the official Church during the years when Stalinism 
was established; among its members, there were several representatives of the ‘Trăirist’ 
generation (Sandu Tudor, Mihail Avramescu). After 1970, the philosophical school from 
Păltiniş proposed a ‘paideia model’ in which the master, noica, reinvented in 
Heideggerian manner the traditional role of a sage and his novices formed a philosophical 
micro‑community of premodern extraction. One of its central goals was to protect, 
illustrate and save elite culture in response to the populism of the mass culture promoted 
by the Ceauşescu regime. In parallel, a liberal Jew like n. Steinhardt, who had converted 
to Christian Orthodoxy during the period of his political reclusion, illustrated, through 
his literary essays, a kind of aesthetic charisma and existential soteriology: a humanist 
monk’s freedom of thought despite his captivity in a totalitarian state. Selectively 
recovered, tolerated or censored, the writings of the former ‘Trăirist’ members and the 
survivors’ radiant presence (some of them had become famous in their anti‑communist 
exile, others had retired underground or had isolated themselves in the alpine monasteries 
of the spirit, but all of them were ‘masters in the shadows’) can be regarded as ‘aspects 
of the [generational] myth.’ A myth in which the fairy tale of ‘youth without old age and 
life without death’24 overlapped, nostalgically, a golden age of creative affirmation, 
phantasmally offsetting the adversities and the defeats of a hostile history.
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Conclusions 
In the 1930s, both the cultural success and the flopped political adventure of the 

generation epitomized by Mircea Eliade & Co. were rooted in the collective mission 
(invested with religious, mystical and messianic attributes) of ‘deprovincializing’ 
Romanian culture. no autochthonous modern generation had faced, within the time span 
of a mere three decades, more dislocations of identity: a childhood spent in the traumatic 
proximity of the war that had made the transition from one type of society to another, 
from one national architecture to another, and from one international order to another; 
an adolescence marked by socio‑political transformations that redefined the political 
scene and destabilized its values: a school education in a climate of aggressive 
emancipation and ‘amoral’ instability; a process of maturation affected by intellectual 
paucity during the Great Depression; insufficient professional integration, which 
overlapped with the bankruptcy of the liberal democracies and was contingent upon the 
rise of the totalitarian movements; the anguishing prospect of an inevitable new world 
conflict; dramatic impact of this war, of the subsequent Stalinist repression and, where 
appropriate, of exile. The obsession with death and defeat, associated with a frenetic 
vitalism, the mystical living on the edge, the blend of identitarian nomadism and retreat, 
of ‘energetic’ expansion and alienation of the self, the aversion to the great abstract 
systems of explaining the human, the challenges brought to the rationalist, criticist and 
universalist status quo, salvationist expectations, apocalyptic prophetism and 
revolutionary missionarism, the focus on the physical, immediate data of personal 
experience, the cultivation of risk and adventure – all these were defining for the ethos 
of the young elites in interwar Romania. While subsumable to a traditionalist 
avant‑gardism or an avant‑garde traditionalism, the cultural policies developed by these 
elites envisaged the ‘universalization’ of the Romanian identity through the legitimation 
of its creative particularities. It remains to be assessed whether the political costs thereof 
counterbalanced their spiritual gains, or not.
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