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1. Introduction

February 1, 2020, marked the 
centennial of the Institute of 
National History of Cluj. One 

hundred years ago on this date, King 
Ferdinand I of Romania gave the key-
note address at ceremonies officially 
inaugurating the newly established 
Romanian University of Cluj.1 The 
king concluded his surprisingly brief 
speech2 with an announcement that 
warmed historians’ hearts: he was es-
tablishing a 400,000 lei endowment 
at the university for an institute for 
the study of Transylvanian Romanian 
history. The Romanian past in Tran-
sylvania was a subject, Ferdinand I 
emphasized, that had been treated like 

The research for this paper has been de-
rived from a work in progress on the emer-
gence of modern Romanian historiography 
from 1884 to 1940. I wish to acknowledge 
the generous and unstinting assistance of  
Stelian Mândruþ in providing materials 
and suggestions for my studies of the Cluj 
School of history.

Anuarul Institutului de Istorie Naţională 
(1921–1922) 1 (Cluj 1922).  
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an unwelcome stepchild under the Habsburg Monarchy. In addition, the king 
stressed, knowledge of the Romanian past was essential for the future of the 
newly unified Romanian lands.3 

Responding to Ferdinand I’s speech, the dean of the diplomatic corps, Amer-
ican Ambassador Charles J. Vopicka saluted the opening of the university as “a 
victory as great as the victory won on the battlefield.”4 He was pleased to report 
that he was given a five minute ovation even before he spoke.5

It is this event that we look back upon in 2020. From the vantage point of 
a century later, it is fair to ask whether this is just another occasion for a pious 
commemoration or is there more to it than that? It is the thesis of this paper 
that three things stand out which make the founding of the Institute of National 
History of Cluj in 1920 noteworthy.

The first was the creation of the institute itself, the first of its kind for histori-
cal study in Romania.

The second was the establishment of the Cluj bibliographical tradition which 
became an integral and indispensable part of “doing history” in Romania ever since.

The third was the initiation and carrying out of an extensive and ambi-
tious publications program, which included a world-class scholarly journal, the  
Anuarul Institutului de Istorie Naþionalã (The Intitute of National History’s 
Yearbook), and several book series.

The history of the Institute of National History of Cluj can be divided into 
three periods: the Founding and Affirmation stage, 1920–1945; the Marxist-
Leninist stage, 1945–1989; and the Contemporary stage, 1989–present.6 What 
they achieved in the interwar years was remarkable since they not only had to 
deal initially with the usual impediments involved in launching any innovative 
program,7 but also had to function in addition in a very unstable post-World War 
I “new normal.”8 The Cluj historians were soon confronted with even greater 
problems, including the most massive economic depression and crisis of modern 
times, the dislocation and destruction of the Second World War, followed by 
the hideous five decade long experience of communization and Stalinization. 
The tradition was kept alive—with many interruptions and many zig and zags.9 
And here we are celebrating the beginning of a second century in the life of the 
Institute... and “Mulþi înainte” (Many happy returns) as they say.

What made this possible? The late director of the Cluj Institute Nicolae 
Edroiu suggested two words to explain the success and persistence of the Cluj 
School:10 work and hope.11 Whether in good times or bad, in spite of storms and 
tempests, work and hope saw them through. Whether provided with adequate 
resources and other support or not, hard work and hope prevailed.12 To work 
and hope, two other factors contributed to the collegial bond of the Cluj school: 



Transsilvanica • 79

one was “a patriotism structured around ethnicity and ethnic tradition,”13 and 
other was deeply-felt religious conviction, namely Romanian Orthodoxy.14 

Ioan Lupaº’ valedictory lecture at the 25th anniversary session of the Institute 
sounded all four of these notes, summarizing the work accomplished between 
1920 and 1945, hailing the resultant “harnessing of these spiritual powers in 
the service of the homeland and the nation,” and underlining the obligations 
fulfilled and his hopes for the future.15 These four factors were especially impor-
tant in the first three decades of existence of the Institute of National History of  
Cluj, and do much to explain the key role in Romanian culture and in the study 
of the Romanian past played by the Institute between 1920 and 1945. 

2. Contributions of the  
Institute of National History of Cluj16 

The purpoSe of this paper will be to highlight three key contributions of 
the Institute of National History of Cluj that originated during the initial 
period of its existence, 1920–1945, and which had a long run impact on 

Romanian historiography and culture.
King Ferdinand I’s endowment had not fallen on barren ground. The leaders 

of the Transylvanian historians—Alexandru Lapedatu and Ioan Lupaº17—had 
already set forth in the fall of 1919 rigorous program statements for their re-
spective chairs of Medieval Romanian History (Lapedatu)18 and the History of 
Transylvania (Lupaº).19 Now they enthusiastically responded to the king’s gift 
with the creation of the Institute of National History of Cluj. Their agenda set 
forth four principal objectives:20

• funding the development of a hitherto lacking comprehensive specialized re-
search library in Cluj for the study of Transylvanian Romanian history;
• creating and compiling on an ongoing basis a modern bibliography of Ro-
manian history; this was a critical instrument and prerequisite for the future of 
Romanian studies;
• the publication of a journal and eventually other publications concerned with 
the history of the Romanians, particularly in the former Hungarian Kingdom 
and especially works by younger scholars; and
• stimulating historical study and general public interest in history by awarding 
prizes, providing subventions for publications of specialists, sponsoring com-
memorative celebrations and excursions, and supporting societies concerned 
with the subject interests of the Institute. 
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In all of these areas, a certain degree of success was achieved.21 However, 
three aspects stand out as long-run contributions to Romanian historiography 
and culture.

The first significant contribution of the Cluj historians also known as the 
Cluj School led by Alexandru Lapedatu and Ioan Lupaº between the wars was 
the creation, survival, and persistence of what is today Romania’s oldest existing 
historical institute.22 The interwar period is now recognized as the pivotal era 
in Romanian historiography.23 Owing to the unification of Transylvania, Bu-
kovina, and Bessarabia with the pre-war Romanian kingdom (the Vechiul Regat, 
Old Kingdom) as a result of the Great War, Romanian scholars for the first time 
in the modern era were able to mobilize their intellectual resources in a coher-
ent fashion toward mostly academic ends. The sense of being part of a new era 
and new generation energized Romanian intellectuals.24 This contributed to the 
coming of age of historical scholarship in Romania as well.25 

The accomplishment of the Transylvanians in the first instance, thus, was the 
establishment of the institute and of a vibrant historiographical school that con-
centrated means, resources, and individuals toward the emergence of a world-
class historiography in Transylvania and has persisted down to the present.26

The Institute was able to set in motion the integration of Transylvanian his-
tory into the history of Romania generally while maintaining a research focus 
generated by a number of healthy regional traditions and tributary to a number 
of unique regional perspectives or “creative localisms.”27 These trends would 
persist into the future.28

At the same time, Transylvanian historical scholarship began to make impor-
tant strides toward dealing with neglected areas, aspects, and types of Transylva-
nian history, such as social history, economic history, and institutional history—
in fact, in most of the areas identified by Lupaş in 1919 as “principal factors” in 
the Romanian past—as well as in the publication of documents and sources.29 
In addition, the Institute promoted what we would now call interdisciplinary 
studies, a distinctive that Sextil Puşcariu had envisioned for the University of 
Cluj from the start.30

On the deficit side, it was the case that Romanian historiography in Transyl-
vania remained for a longer period of time tributary to the activist currents of 
Enlightenment and Romantic historical perspectives than it did in the Roma-
nian kingdom. As Ioan Moga noted in 1945: “Transylvanian Romanian histori-
ography . . . was in too great a measure dominated by the political struggles of 
the Romanians for rights and liberty.”31 The “historian militant” proved to be 
an enduring and mixed blessing for the Cluj School.32 Though it did not in the 
end, escape from its militantist heritage, this was at least partly the fault of the 
times in which they had to develop.
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A second outstanding achievement of the Institute of National History of 
Cluj was the establishment of an important ongoing bibliographical tradition.33 
The Academy Library had functioned as the primary bibliographical center in 
Romania, but in the 1920s, the University of Cluj, with the encouragement of 
Sextil Puºcariu and through the work of Ioachim Crãciun and the Institute of 
National History of Cluj, became a leading bibliographical force.34 As already 
noted, Lapedatu and Lupaº had set forth as a goal the establishment of a bibli-
ography for Romanian history. This was implemented in the second volume35 
of the Institute’s journal, which appeared in 1924, with Ioachim Crãciun and 
Ioan Lupu, “Istoriografia românã în 1921 şi 1922, repertoriu bibliografic”36 
(Romanian historiography in 1921 and 1922: Bibliographical repertoire). In 
Crãciun—a young man barely in his twenties—the Institute had struck pay dirt: 
Ioachim Crãciun became one of the superstars of Romanian bibliography.37 The 
“Repertoire” began with an introduction to the bibliography, Al.-Sadi Ionescu 
of the Academy Library underlined the long-felt need for an historical bibliog-
raphy on a modern basis and credits Lapedatu with sponsoring the initiative 
now brought to fruition.38 This first bibliography included 972 items as well as 
several indices. The staffing and resource obstacles had been overcome by doing 
most of the work at the Academy Library, a not very common example of col-
laboration between Cluj and Bucharest.

This was followed in 1926 by the second installment of the bibliography, 
edited by Ioachim Crãciun, “Istoriografia românã în 1923 şi 1924, reperto-
riu bibliografic” (Romanian historiography in 1923 and 1924: Bibliographi-
cal repertoire) which was comprised of 1785 items plus another 87 items in a 
supplement for 1921–1922 and the usual indices.39 The same volume included 
a separate “Bibliografia operele separate ºi articole istorico-filologice, cari au  
apãrut de la 1919–1924 în limbã germanã ºi se referã la teritoriul ºi locuitorii 
României” (Bibliography of the separate works and historical-philological ar-
ticles published from 1919–1924 in German which deal with the territory and 
the inhabitants of Romania) 930 items, edited by Hermann Hienz. (The hope 
was that a similar bibliography for Magyar language works would be forthcom-
ing.) The editorial work of Crãciun was specifically applauded.

Vol. IV of the Yearbook for 1926–1927, appeared in 1929, with the third in 
the series, edited once more by Ioachim Crãciun, “Istoriografia românã în 1925 
şi 1926, repertoriu bibliografic” (Romanian historiography in 1925 and 1926: 
Bibliographical repertoire) with some 2,135 items as well as supplemental mate-
rial for the first two installments.40 The introduction was a much-needed study 
by Crãciun of “Bibliografia la Români” (pp. 483–513). The bibliography prop-
er opened with “Câteva lãmuriri preliminarii” (A few preliminary clarifications), 
which evaluated the six years (1921–1926) now covered by this bibliographical 
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repertoire. Crãciun believed that such contemporary bibliography was now well 
established in Romania, and that it was time to do some retrospective work 
dealing with the pre–1921 era. He further discussed the problems related to 
periodization, on which there appeared to be little consensus among Romanian 
historians, and presented the rationale for scheme adopted by the bibliography. 

It was also apparent from this discussion that the bibliography was verging 
on getting out of hand. It now occupied 33% of the volume (compared to 19% 
of vol. 2 and 15% of vol. 3). Vol. 4 was the last to appear before the world eco-
nomic crisis struck, sending budgets into a tailspin everywhere. 

Bad news was not long in coming. Vol. 5 (1928–1930) appeared in 1930 
with the information that because of financial problems (and costs associated 
with the acquisition of the Institute’s new quarters on Iorga St.), the biblio-
graphical repertoire—comprised of ten signatures and ready to go to press—had 
to be omitted. On the other hand, the review section more than tripled length 
from the previous volumes (vol. 1 = 58 pp.; vol. 2 = 16 pp.; vol. 3 = 70 pp.; 
vol. 4 = 24 pp.; vol. 5 = 214 pp.).

Ioachim Crãciun, who was now head of a new department at the University 
of Cluj dealing specifically with bibliography and librarianship, moved to par-
tially fill the gap with the inauguration of a book/pamphlet series entitled Bib-
liotheca Bibliologica, of which 19 volumes appeared between 1933 and 1946.41 
Among these was Crãciun’s inaugural address, “O ºtiinþã nouã: Bibliologia în 
învãþãmântul universitar din România: Lecþie de deschidere þinutã la Facultatea 
de Litere ºi Filosofie a Universitãþii din Cluj în ziua de 12 Novembrie 1932” (A 
new science: Bibliology in Romanian higher education: Inaugural lecture held 
at the Faculty of Letters and Philosophy of Cluj University on 12 November 
1932)42 which introduced the Bibliotheca Bibliologica (pp. 3–5), and then set 
forth his vision for the development of the new, unified science of books in Ro-
mania based on a careful survey of European precedents. 

In the 1931–1935 issue of the Yearbook, vol. 6 published in 1937, the bibli-
ography remained missing in action. Lapedatu and Lupaº hoped that the bib-
liography would be continued once the financial situation improved (p. v). In 
exchange, this volume carried another abundance of reviews: 217 pp. Crãciun’s 
Biblioteca Bibliologica again partially filled the gap by publishing its 15th num-
ber.43 Crãciun also played a role in making Romanian historiography known on 
an international level as a collaborator in the International Bibliography of Histori-
cal Sciences, for vol. 1 (1926), which appeared in 1930, through vol. 14 (1939), 
published in 1939.44

A third important contribution of the Institute of National History of Cluj 
was to produce a journal and eventually other publications concerned with the 
history of the Romanians, particularly in the former Hungarian Kingdom and 
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especially by younger scholars. In 1922, the Institute was able to publish the 
first volume of its flagship journal, the Anuarul Institutului de Istorie Naþion-
alã. This impressive work boded well for the future, spanning some 434 pages 
including a comprehensive index, and dealing with a broad range of subjects. 
Even more impressive were vols. 2–3–4, which carried the three installments 
of the bibliography. Financially unable to continue the bibliography, the vastly 
expanded review section provided one of the most useful guides to interwar 
Romanian historiography. By 1945, the Yearbook had published ten volumes 
comprising over 7,450 pages written by over 80 authors.45

In other publication realms, the Institute of National History of Cluj inau-
gurated and carried out several book series: 1) Biblioteca Institutului de Isto-
rie Naþionalã, which published 20 volumes, beginning in 1928, totaling 3,700 
pages; Biblioteca Astra, beginning in 1928, with three titles and 700 pages; Bib-
liotheca Bibliologica, beginning in 1933, 18 numbers, 1,700 pages; a volume of 
Documente istorice transilvane (Transilvanian historical documents), 1940, 538 
pages; and nine miscellaneous volumes, 5,600 pages. In sum, the publications of 
the Institute of National History of Cluj between 1920 and 1945 totaled nearly 
19,000 pages, an impressive result, especially under the circumstances in which 
Transylvanian Romanian historiography had to function. While it is also true, 
as Ovidiu Pecican has cautioned us, that merely counting contributors, contri-
butions, and page lengths is insufficient for an historiographical evaluation, it is 
also the case that a more penetrating global analysis is difficult if not impossible, 
so we shall be happy with a more modest assessment.46

3. Some Conclusions

ThiS paper has argued that three achievements stand out that make the 
creation of the Institute of National History of Cluj worthy of com-
memoration on the centennial of its 1920 founding. These included the 

creation of the first standing institute for historical study in Romania; the estab-
lishment of the Cluj bibliographical tradition; and the compilation of a notewor-
thy publications record.

The Institute of National History of Cluj is today George Bariþiu Institute 
of History of Cluj-Napoca and has been located in excellent quarters since 2010 
at 12–14 M. Kogãlniceanu St. It publishes three journals: the successor to the 
Anuarul Institutului de Istorie Naþionalã din Cluj, entitled since 2003 Anuarul 
Institutului de Istorie “George Bariþiu” din Cluj-Napoca; Series Historica;47 an An-
uarul Institutului de Istorie “George Bariþiu” din Cluj-Napoca: Series Humanis-



84 • Transylvanian rEviEw • vol. XXiX, no. 1 (sPring 2020)

tica, which was founded in 2003; and the International Journal on Humanistic  
Ideology, founded in 2008.48 The international journal of the Romanian Aca-
demy, the Revue Roumaine d’Histoire, is also edited at the Cluj Institute.

During the interwar period, the journal of the Institute became a pace setter 
in Romanian historical scholarship, its bibliographical work was crucial to the 
advance of Romanian historiography and a model for others, and the numerous 
publications series edited by the Institute created a whole library of new and 
promising work.49 

The momentum and spirit created in the interwar era by the Institute car-
ried on after 1945, despite the incarceration of its key leaders.50 One subsequent 
product was the multi-volume Bibliografia istoricã a României (The historical 
bibliography of Romania), which covered 1944 to 2010 (volumes 1–13),51 now 
succeeded by the Anuarul istoriografic al României (Historigraphical Yearbook 
of Romania)(4 vols., 2011–2014), edited at Lucian Blaga Central University 
Library, Cluj-Napoca and Argonaut Publ. House.

Ioan Lupaº declared in his 1919 inaugural lecture: “If in the past many of our 
national failures, shortcomings, and imperfections were easily excusable . . . From 
here on out we can no longer invoke such excuses. We alone now bear the respon-
sibility” for the future. The duty of historians at the new Romanian university, 
Lupaº argued, was to graft new branches on the tree of national culture. “Let us 
not,” he stressed, “be lacking in patience, hard effort, prudence, or daring.”52

The Institute made good on correcting the shortcomings of the past and 
gained considerable scholarly credibility for Transylvanian historians, which had 
been a major concern in 1920.53 All in all, a significant achievement, made even 
more impressive when one takes into account the difficulties under which the 
Cluj historians labored from the start. In terms of the goals and research agenda 
set forth in 1919–1920, the Institute’s record of success was high and consti-
tuted one of the major successes of interwar Romanian culture. Unfortunately, 
there were relatively few such successes. Though it did not, in the end, escape 
from its militantist heritage, this was at least partly the fault of the times in 
which they had to function. 

q
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Abstract
Major Contributions of the Formative Era of the Institute of National History of Cluj, 
1920–1945: A Centennial Appreciation

The paper identifies and discusses three important contributions to Romanian historiography that 
emerged from the work of the Institute of National History between 1920 and 1945: the creation 
of Romania’s first institute of historical study; the promotion of professional bibliographic work; 
and the initiation of a model publications program, including a first rate scholarly journal and 
several book series.
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