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Abstract: The generation of writers around the society of ‘Junimea’ in the 
1870s‑1880s Romania has been perceived by the traditional scholarship as one that 
made the much awaited leap towards modernism, thanks to its defence of the ‘aesthetic 
autonomy’. This paper tries to demonstrate, following the theses of nationalism studies 
(B. Anderson) adapted to the Romanian cultural analysis by authors like S. Alexandrescu 
and A. Drace‑Francis, that the prominent writers of that time, Mihai Eminescu, Ion 
Creangă, Ion Luca Caragiale and others, actively created the literary expression of a 
‘new’, modern, positive nationalism. The paper analyses the topics of „modern’ 
nationalism (the erosion of heroic history, the beautiful peasant life, the folklore full of 
wisdom), and special attention is given to the rhetoric of the new nationalism, to be 
found especially in Creangă’s Amintiri din copilărie/ Memories of My Boyhood and 
Eminescu’s political poems (Scrisoarea III/ Third Letter). The aesthetic sophistication of 
these texts is at least partly indebted to the complexity of their nationalist message.

Key‑words: cultural nationalism, aesthetic autonomy, disillusionment with heroism, 
national character illustrated in folklore, rhetoric of belonging

In traditional Romanian literary history, the importance of the ‘Junimea’ literary 
group in the second half of the 19th century lies in its defence of the ‘aesthetic autonomy’, 
or the commitment to the prominence of the aesthetic criterion in judging literary works. 
This position, illustrated by the actions of the group itself, through a strong criticism of 
the previous generation and a very articulate conception on culture and politics, imposed 
the ‘Junimea’ society and its mentor, Titu Maiorescu, as representatives of the most 
prestigious ancestry in Romanian literary criticism. However, studies elaborated in the 
last two decades have implied that there is a political and rhetorical dimension to 
‘Junimea’’s literary action that needs to be taken into account in order to explain its 
historical triumph. The need for rewriting the Romanian literary canon as a consequence 
of these political and rhetorical readings was not, however, put into practice until now. 
Recent literary histories (n. Manolescu, M. Zamfir) pride themselves in using an 
aesthetic perspective and employing stylistic analysis as their main tool, and the 
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hierarchies they build are mostly identical to the classical ones (G. Călinescu’s, in the 
first place), which is understandable, since the instruments have not changed.

This paper starts from the acknowledgement that we need to provide a new reading 
for the ‘classical’ works of the Romanian literary canon, and that this reading should be 
done with the awareness of the political dimension inherent to any literary work, 
especially at the end of the 19th century, in a national literature from a country which had 
recently reunited, regained its political independence and which sought European 
recognition not just for its right to political existence, but also for a unique cultural 
identity. The ideas in nationalism studies may be put to good use here, since it is obvious 
that the Romanian intellectuals of the time were actively ‘building a nation’ by summing 
up the elements of a cultural consensus. Since we are working in the field of literary 
scholarship, it would be only appropriate to use Benedict Anderson’s comprehensive 
definition of nationalism as an activity of ‘imagining a community’. But there are 
nuances to the way in which the artists imagine their national community, and it is 
precisely here that one important point needs to be made, referring to the way in which 
a nationalist message imposes some rigors on the artistic style and, maybe, mood of a 
generation and, furthermore, to the modulations brought through the literary craft of 
these important and sophisticated authors to the nationalist message itself. Researchers 
have shown that modernism never ceases to appeal to the nationalist imagination and 
that great art was never severed from political relevance.

Despite all claims to artistic autonomy in a highly politicised society, nationalism was 
by no means prohibited at ‘Junimea’. Maiorescu’s definitions often refer to the area of 
nationalism, as a reaction to the charges of ‘cosmopolitanism’ that were readily brought 
upon him. The ‘new direction’ was characterised, in its leader’s opinion, by devotion to 
scientific truth, but also by ‘natural feeling’ and by ‘maintaining and even stressing the 
national character’ (Titu Maiorescu, Direcţia nouă în poezia şi proza română/ The new 
direction in Romanian poetry and prose, 1872), and Maiorescu’s literary verdicts always 
placed the authors considered (V. Alecsandri, M. Eminescu, M. Sadoveanu, O. Goga) 
against the background of national topics. But the ‘Junimea’ generation displayed 
another version of nationalism than the previous generation, which included authors like 
V. Alecsandri, D. Bolintineanu, V. Alexandrescu, C. negruzzi, I. Heliade‑Rădulescu, C. 
Bolliac. Its traits were laid out in a vague, unpretentious manner by Titu Maiorescu in 
his 1868 article În contra direcţiei de astăzi în cultura română/ Against the current 
direction in Romanian culture: the dismissal of naive, kitschy piousness towards national 
symbols, the intervention of the critical spirit and a commitment to realism in the 
assessment of the socio‑economical situation of the country and the rejection of political 
utopianism. further elaborations were made by A.D. Xenopol in ‘national Culture’, 
where the future historian brings nationalism in a positive context and talks about the 
‘historical character’, in a way that would be continued after 1900 by defenders of the 
‘cultural nationalism’ such as C. Rădulescu‑Motru. Although the discussion of the 
‘Junimea’ doctrine as an ideological discourse has progressed in recent years, one feels 
that the literature of the ‘Junimea’ group, which is, after all, its main achievement, since 
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it was received as the canonical centre of Romanian literature and culture, has not been 
given the credit it deserved.

My thesis is that the authors of the ‘Junimea’ generation actively produced a version 
of nationalism that opposed the ‘old’ nationalism of the previous generation, just like the 
‘Junimist’ ideologues Maiorescu and Xenopol created a different idea of nationalism 
than Bolliac or Alecsandri. If the Romantics which took part in the 1848 revolution and 
then promoted the union of Wallachia and Moldavia in 1859 had, in their literary 
writings, rediscovered history, the national scenery, local mythology, custom and folk 
poetry, the younger authors in the 1870s‑1880s took this work one step further. They 
promoted a more socially‑aware, ‘peasant’ nationalism of the heart (especially Ion 
Creangă), reconnected the picturesque folk mythology of Romanians to its Greek, 
Persian and Germanic vicinities (mostly, Mihai Eminescu), demoted some used‑up 
models of heroic rhetoric and illustrated the petty collective mentality of the ‘common 
man’ (Ion Luca Caragiale, in the first place). But all these writers and their less significant 
colleagues and contemporaries took part in the effort to ‘rephrase nationalism’ and 
created a modern language of consensus on a number of nationalist topics, among which 
are the importance of the peasant lore, the pantheon of Romanian history and the proper 
way to remember it, the collective identity expressed in savoury idiocy and 
shrewdly‑phrased maxims. Along with their undisputed mastery of the increasingly 
modern language of poetry, prose and comedy, this imposing work on collective identity 
performed by their literary creations explains their current status as ‘great classics’ of 
the Romanian literary tradition or, to put it more formally, of authors which are seminal 
to the national literary canon.

History: the erosion of heroism in the face of ‘modern’ demagogy

The nationalist themes that had been active in the generation of the 1848 revolution 
did not cease to be productive after 1870. Medieval heroic history, especially the 
Moldavian one, which seemed more generous with dramatic subjects, was used by 
Eminescu in a variety of Shakespearian theatrical projects, unfortunately none of them 
accomplished. A younger author, Barbu Delavrancea, took his project further and 
elaborated in the first decade of the 20th century a trilogy centred on related subjects 
(Apus de soare/ Sunset, Viforul/ The Storm, Luceafărul/ The Morning Star). More recent 
patriotic occasions (such as the Romanian‑Russian‑Turkish War of 1877‑1878) are 
conspicuously absent from Eminescu’s work, but they make up a great part of the work 
written by the younger George Coşbuc (his Cântece de vitejie/ Songs of Bravery date 
from 1904) and Duiliu Zamfirescu (whose novel În război/ Wartime appeared in 1898).

It is remarkable that the genre that is most characteristic to the 1848 generation in 
poetry, the ‘meditation on the ruins’, does not go away entirely with the ‘Junimea’ 
generation. A radical modernist, the young Al. Macedonski, publishes a version of this 
genre in his somewhat avant‑garde poem Hinov, written in ‘free verse’ based on rhythm 
and alliterations, yet expressing the same longing for an older time of glory. In this text 
written around 1878, Macedonski was confessedly trying to engage the tradition of the 
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early poets Cârlova, Heliade, Alexandrescu, but he probably also profited from the 
vitality and splendour of the Roman times, which he evoked in his poem, to give a more 
optimistic turn to the melancholy tone that was customary in the previous generation’s 
meditation on the ruins. On the other hand, another prestigious ruin of the 1848 
generation, the Moldavian citadel of neamţ, subject to lyrical piety in texts written by 
C. negruzzi, Al. Hrisoverghi and V. Alecsandri, is treated rather derogatorily in Ion 
Creangă’s Amintiri din copilărie/ Memories of My Boyhood. In his book, Creangă creates 
a monograph of peasant childhood whose essential value is authenticity, and this is why 
the schoolbook‑inspired respect of historical ruins must have seemed to him somewhat 
rigid, inspiring an ironical treatment; for the Moldavian boy, the citadel is an ugly, 
deserted place where only stray cows roam and nothing worthy to be seen is left. The 
sacred places of the Romanian national history are suggestively absent from I.L. 
Caragiale’s work. If his son, Mateiu I. Caragiale, will name his heroes ‘Gallants of the 
Old Court’, in reference to a famous quarter of Bucharest, reputed for its old‑time glory 
and also for its present‑time decay, the father invokes in a transparently ironic tone the 
recent places of memory of modern revolution and mock‑heroism, such as the 
‘republican’ city of Ploieşti. He seems fonder of the provincial Mizil or of touristy Sinaia 
than of the medieval city of Târgovişte. The sacred places of Romanian memory lost 
their force of seduction for the writers around 1880. 

However, especially in his early writings, Eminescu does refer to icons of a 
mythological history, such as Ştefan cel Mare, or to mythical places, such as Mount 
Ceahlău, which he calls, following Gh. Asachi, ‘Pion’. But Eminescu dismisses the 
possibility to make contact with the past as easily as Alexandrescu or Heliade imagined. 
His invocation of Vlad ţepeş (in Scrisoarea III/ Third Letter) or Ştefan cel Mare (Doina) 
reveals the amplitude of the poet’s dissatisfaction with the inept and cynical politicians 
of his time and is directly linked with his loathing of political demagogy in relation to 
the heroes of the past (‘At least leave our elders have their sleep in dusty chronicles ‘). 
It would seem that, for the writers around 1880, the invocation of the national history 
had degraded into a used‑up trope and a self‑interested political reflex, and therefore it 
had to be rejected. But Eminescu uses the very idea of the estrangement from the heroic 
past to construct an ingenious image of the nation as segregated: on the one side, the 
loathed politicians, the demagogues, the ‘foreigners’ (as they are called in the xenophobic 
last part of Scrisoarea III/ Third Letter), and on the other side, brought together by a set 
of shared values and respect for the icons of the past, the nation itself, a community of 
the solitary (in which the poet, its readers and the heroic ancestors take part) with an 
ethical commitment to the immaterial idea of ‘Romania’. 

Folklore: the tale, the doina, the proverb, and national character

Folklore was ‘discovered’ by the writers of the 1848 generation, published, imitated 
and interpreted extensively in order to delimit the traits of the ‘national character’. ‘The 
Romanian was born a poet’ is a phrase that illustrates the way in which the 1848 
generation writers constructed the generic portrait of the Romanians. It was a 
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straightforward, naive, optimistic way of extracting collective moral traits from the 
various strata of the Romanian life (folk customs, national history, popular poetry and 
proverbs), not without sophistication, given the fact that many of the 1848 intellectuals 
had been educated in Western Europe and felt somewhat estranged from the realities at 
home, from the very peasant life they were using as a model of ‘Romanian life’.

The ‘Junimea’ generation continues to see folklore as the main gateway towards the 
collective soul of the Romanians – with the important exception of Duiliu Zamfirescu, 
whose dissidence is voiced in his address upon the admission to the Romanian Academy, 
in 1909. The scientific exigency promoted by the ‘Junimea’ society in the fields of 
history and linguistics required that the folklore phenomenon should be equally 
approached by the respective specialists. However, there were no proper specialists in 
the Romanian folklore and, furthermore, the most prominent folklorist of the time, 
Bogdan Petriceicu Hasdeu, was the arch‑enemy of the society. This is why the most 
memorable rephrasing of folklore was a literary one, with an aesthetic sophistication that 
was to make it ‘classical’ for the future tradition. for instance, Ion Creangă’s recollections 
of a peasant childhood in Amintiri din copilărie/ Memories of My Boyhood derive from 
the abundance of proverbs cited a moral code and a form of humour presented as 
‘typically Romanian’. But Creangă operates a selection among popular proverbs that 
needs to be acknowledged. For instance, the representation of the devil as funny and 
ridiculous in his tales implies choosing bits from a much richer ethnologic material and 
leaving out great parts of it, which might, in another reading, become even more 
culturally specific. The same is true of Caragiale’s representation, in his few texts 
inspired by peasant folklore, of a patriarchal mentality that related women and the devil. 
In his La hanul lui Mânjoală/ At Mânjoală’s Inn and Kir Ianulea, the lack of reverence 
towards supernatural appearances, traditional popular misogyny, and a poignant humour 
are brought together to construct classical texts of Romanian literature that benefit from 
the aura of national specificity cast by their folkloric kinship.

Eminescu takes much advantage from the popularity that Alecsandri had given to the 
doina, a popular elegy on specific topics; his choice of the woods as the preferred 
scenery for love poems should be connected to the poet’s appreciation of the doinas of 
estrangement. His Romantic genealogy, proudly claimed and defended, as well as his 
nationalist convictions, made him approach the popular tale, in which he sees a relic of 
an ancient mythology. This view should be related to the ideas of friedrich Schlegel on 
the ‘natural poetry’ of the folklore and its primitive language that modern poets have 
forgotten, rather than to the earlier Romanian doctrine of a national mythology through 
folklore, defended by Alecsandri in his anthology Poezii populare ale românilor/ 
Popular Poetry of the Romanians (1852, 1862) and later, unsuccessfully put into practice 
by poets such as G. Coşbuc, who also talked of a ‘national mythology’ that would 
integrate his poems Moartea lui Fulger/ The Death of Fulger and Nunta Zamfirei/ 
Zamfira’s Wedding. But Eminescu’s closest connection to the folklore lies in his adoption 
of some collective mythological figures such as the sylph‑like ‘Zburător’, the winged 
lover believed to be responsible for the sexual awakening of young girls. Eminescu 
borrows this figure and, corroborating it with reminiscences from the French 
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Romanticism, makes it one of the most prominent characters of his work, featuring in 
poems such as Călin (file din poveste)/ Călin (pages from a tale) and Luceafărul/ The 
Morning Star. Folklore remains fashionable for the young writers of the time, and 
Delavrancea will begin his career in the 1880s with excessively adorned rural novellas, 
such as Sultănica, and then proceed to write aestheticized versions of popular tales, such 
as those in Trubadurul/ The Troubadour and Departe, departe/ Far, Far Away, where 
his hero, an intellectual estranged in a philistine society, turns to the popular tale, 
charging it with his own negativity and resentment. 

The language of belonging

An interesting characteristic of this period is the artistic use of the language of 
belonging far beyond what the earlier generation had done. The 1848 generation had 
been preoccupied by the language of ‘the people’, looking for a better definition of the 
national spirit and also trying to better present the cultural uniqueness of the Romanians 
to the eyes of ‘Europe’. A peculiar move of self‑exotisation was identified, for instance, 
in the essays on popular culture written by Vasile Alecsandri. But the writers in the 
‘Junimea’ circle go beyond that when they use archaisms, idiotisms and popular syntactic 
compounds in order to create a sensation of Romanian specificity, profoundness and 
antiquity. This move may be traced back to Maiorescu’s program for a new, positive 
nationalism, surpassing the open, blunt, self‑assertive patriotic pronouncements of the 
older generation. As they use the language of the people (proverbs, idiotisms, 
regionalisms, archaisms from various language strata), the writers of this epoch declare 
their attachment to specific ethnic values and their adhesion to a program that relies on 
tradition and proclaims the need for social and political emancipation of the peasant. The 
language used by these writers has a code that is not only aesthetic, but also ideological.

The main difference in language use between the 1848 generation writers and the 
‘Junimist’ writers is that the younger authors tend not as much to find ethnographic 
novelty (the operation of professional folklore collection and analysis is left to 
contemporary scientists such as At. M. Marienescu, B.P. Hasdeu, Moses Gaster, or to 
unpretentious polygraphs like P. Ispirescu), as they actually try to reach the layer of 
‘authentic’ depth of the Romanian language, the place of its ‘true’ identity. At the same 
time, there is no trace of exoticism in the new writers’ position towards the folklore. The 
situation of Creangă is symptomatic – an original writer who declares to come from the 
rural universe to which he identifies himself in a decisive and polemical way. Creangă 
writes a literature that deals with the topic of belonging, as the main theme of his 
Aminitiri din copilărie/ Memories of My Boyhood. The writer manages to create the 
impression of a regional belonging through his use of Moldavian phonetics and archaic 
syntactic structures, although his vocabulary is not entirely regional. He is also fascinated 
by obscure, exotic and funny‑sounding terms (‘călacan’, ‘gârneţ’, ‘postoroncă’), which 
resemble a secret vernacular that shuts out the general public with no knowledge of this 
version of Moldavian, thereby demonstrating the naive, humorous and mysterious 
quality of a language that does not reveal itself openly to anybody. There is much to be 
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said about the readiness of the public of the time to embrace such a message and of the 
ingeniousness of a writer that manages to convey it. 

The language of Eminescu’s poetry also has an ideological code. His satire memorably 
speaks of ‘the wise language of the old’ that needs to be moulded in a new shape or about 
‘old poets that wrote a language like a honeycomb’ (Epigonii / The Epigones). The 
Romantic poet intentionally makes his verse sound more archaic, by juxtaposing 
archaisms and 19th century neologisms and occasionally using nostalgic‑sounding 
Moldavian regionalisms (‘nemângâiet’), in order to voice a metaphysical longing. And 
thus the poet’s thinking, his scepticism, the disdain towards social life, his erotic pathos 
and his melancholic suffering are rooted in a ‘deep’ layer of Romanian language that is 
considered authentic, ancient, even ‘originary’. Eminescu is also a very good dispatcher 
of subtle and indirect messages in his political articles, where he often uses the technique 
of ‘reducing to the common sense’ the level of discussion, popular proverbs and 
anecdotes which ‘prove’ his point through the power of folkloric contamination. 
Creangă’s and Eminescu’s lesson was assimilated by the younger generation of 
Delavrancea, Vlahuţă and Coşbuc, who will use, with variable success, the vocabulary 
of belonging. Delavrancea practices an aestheticised language, employing his 
trademarked Wallachian phonetics even to his plays, where he attributes it to Moldovan 
rulers and boyars. Coşbuc continues his effort to write the lyrical ‘monograph’ of the 
Transylvanian village with an oral, popular tone that makes his poetry succumb to 
mimetism, without any chance to reach modern complexity. Vlahuţă will also employ 
his native Moldovan linguistic traits, but this is inconsequential, since his poetry loses 
its identity as a result of the devastating influence of Eminescu over it. 

The situation of Caragiale’s prose is different. The writer was a vocal antinationalist, 
an active opponent of chauvinist rhetoric, making light of the readiness to ‘eat tricolour 
soap rather than the foreigners’ curdled cheese’. But Caragiale also addresses deeper 
layers of linguistic history when he seeks for the ancestry of his characters, who are 
mediocre, light‑hearted clerks in turn‑of‑the‑century Bucharest. He will then go not to 
the Mediaeval centuries of heroic anti‑Ottoman resistance, but to the Phanariot 18th 
century (in his Kir Ianulea) where he likes to find the spirit of a cosmopolitan Balkanic 
democracy, where all the walks of life communicate through gossip and general 
affability. His language there is also very colourful, rich in Greek and Turkish‑origin 
words, but also with French neologisms that create savoury anachronisms, allowing the 
author to engage into ironical switches between different ages and thus purposefully 
sabotaging the coherence of this ironic fiction. Although he dwells more on 
foreign‑sounding words and does not seem to care much about the deep‑seated 
‘Romanianness’ of the language, nevertheless Caragiale engages, like all his 
contemporaries, into linguistic archaeology for the purpose of ideological representation. 

Conclusion

The topos of history and the folkloric influences and representations of peasant life 
have persisted and even increased their presence in the literary texts of the Romanian 
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1870s generation, but, as I have tried to show, the real revolution in the literary treatment 
of nationalist themes occurred in the field of language. The writers of the ‘Junimea’ 
group often elaborated a sophisticated style, where neologisms concurred with archaisms 
and regionalisms to reveal a powerful impression of the cultural battles of the time. For 
instance, the conflicting representations of the national past by the Liberals in the 
newspaper ‘Românul’ and by the Conservatives at ‘Timpul’, where Eminescu and 
Caragiale both wrote, are openly discussed in Eminescu’s violent and accusatory 
Scrisoarea III/ Third Letter. However, they are most efficiently implied through allusions 
and metaphors that speculate the phonetic symbolism of poetic phrases, like in ‘oameni 
ce se luptă cu retoricele suliţi’/ ‘people fighting with rhetorical spears’ – showing the 
inconsistency (‘rhetorical’) of the adversaries’ claims to sharing the ancestry of heroic, 
Medieval Romanians (symbolized in the archaic ‘spear’/ ‘suliţă’, in an even more 
archaic‑sounding and rare plural form – ‘suliţi’), or in ‘Au la Sybaris nu suntem lângă 
capiştea spoielii?’/ ‘Are we not at Sybaris near the temple of hypocrisy?’, where indigna‑
tion towards the decay of morality in the ‘modern world’ is expressed in the language of 
chroniclers (the archaic interrogative ‘au’, the Slavic‑origin archaism ‘capiştea’).

There is, of course, more to the art of Eminescu, Creangă or Caragiale than the 
expression of nationalism. But what I tried to demonstrate is that,with these authors, 
nationalism is not just one theme among others and that its literary treatment is both 
attentive and sophisticated. The stylistic complexity used by these writers to address the 
topic of nationalism is a reflection of the complexity and sensitivity of the topic itself. 
Just like Maiorescu had polemically opposed the forms of nationalism of the previous 
generation, by engineering a new, more intellectualised version of it, the writers of 
‘Junimea’ illustrate their vision upon the nation, by arguing (implicitly, like Eminescu 
does, or explicitly, like Caragiale) that the earlier forms of nationalism were naive, 
uncritical and had degenerated into demagogy. At the same time, the ‘new’ expression 
of nationalism, aesthetically sophisticated, was at the same time complicated rhetorically. 
One could mention the case of Creangă, whose message alludes to the impenetrable 
density of the popular lore, that is inaccessible in its entirety to most of his Romanian 
readers, even though (and particularly because) they were highly educated, 
‘Europeanized’ readers. The national ‘soul’ becomes, in Creangă’s work, an ineffable 
reality, one that can with great difficulty be transmitted and can seldom be wholly 
comprehended. This message has the advantage of being both intellectually complex – 
as the nationalist ideology grows mature and adopts the modern contribution of 
Völkerpsychologie and positivism –, and aesthetically challenging – since Eminescu, 
Creangă, Caragiale and Ioan Slavici have for a long time been referred in the Romanian 
literary scholarship as ‘the great classics’ of this tradition.

“Alexandru Ioan Cuza” University, Iasi
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