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Professor Mihaela Grancea was born on February 9, 1959, in Cincu, Brasov. Her early inclination
for the study of history found the perfect context to develop in 1978, when she began studying at the
Faculty of History — Philosophy of the University of Bucharest. She graduated in 1982 and during the
following eight years she taught History and Philosophy at pre-university education level in Slatina, at the
same time training students in Olt county for History high school competitions and national scientific
seminars. Between 1990 and 1996 she worked as a curator, specialised in the history of old foreign books
(from the 17" and 18" centuries), at the Brukenthal National Museum in Sibiu.

Professor Grancea’s academic career started in 1992, when she began teaching for the “Lucian
Blaga” University in Sibiu (to this day her main academic affiliation) as Associate Lecturer in Modern
Universal History, Romanian Historiography, History of Collective Mentalities, and History of
Civilization. In 1994 she initiated her PhD training at the faculty of History-Philosophy of the “Babes-
Bolyai” University in Cluj-Napoca. In 1996 she was appointed Lecturer in the History of Historiography
and the History of Books at the “Lucian Blaga” University. In 1997 she founded and started coordinating
the “Scientific Seminar of the History of Collective Mentalities and Imagology”. She publicly defended
her doctoral thesis, entitled The Romanian Space from the Foreign Travellers’ Perspective (1683-1789).
Identity and Alterity, at the “Babes-Bolyai” University in Cluj-Napoca in November 2000. In March 2001
her PhD in History was awarded the “magna cum laude” distinction. Between 2003 and 2009 she held the
position of Associate PhD Professor at the “Lucian Blaga” University, delivering courses such as History
of Historiography, History of Collective Mentalities, and Methodology of Scientific Research. In 2005-
2006 she was Visiting PhD Professor, teaching Historical Anthropology within the Anthropology MA
programme, at the Faculty of European Studies of the “Babes-Bolyai” University in Cluj-Napoca. Since
2008 she has been Professor of the “Lucian Blaga” University, initially at the Faculty of History and
Heritage (Department of Modern and Contemporary History, which she headed between 2008 and 2011),
then, since 2012, at the Faculty of Social Sciences and Humanities (the History, Heritage and Protestant
Theology Department). Her specializations and study programmes include History of Collective
Mentalities, Historiography, Trends in Contemporary Historiography, Cultural History, Recent History,
and Oral History.

Since 2010, Professor Grancea has been Senior Editor (Deputy Editor-in-Chief) of the cultural
history journal “Brukenthalia”, a supplement of “Brukenthal. Acta Musei”, published by the Brukenthal
National Museum. Between 2008 and 2012 she was an Editor of the “Studia Historia Cibiensis” journal
of the Faculty of History and Heritage within the “Lucian Blaga” University. She is a member of the
Consulting Board of “Memorial 89”, the newsletter of the Revolution Museum in Timisoara. In 1999 she
became Editor-in-Chief of “Transilvanica”, the journal published by the Association of Young Historians
from Transylvania and Banat (the Sibiu branch). Other noteworthy collaborations with history and
cultural publications include “Cultura” weekly (Contributing Editor since 2005-2011), “Historia”
monthly (since 2015) and “Dacia literara” (since 2015).

Since 1990, Professor Grancea has participated in over 300 national and international conferences,
seminars, and symposiums. Between 1994 and 1998 she presented four essays inspired by her doctoral
research on the most important cultural radio station in Romania. In 1992 she was one of the founding
members of the Society for Transylvanian Studies, the Romanian branch of “Arbeitskreis fiir
Siebenbiirgische Landeskunde”. In 1996 she became a member and a scientific secretary of the Sibiu
branch of the Association of Young Historians from Transylvania and Banat; she acted as President of the
Association’s Sibiu branch between 1997 and 2002. In 1998 she also became a member of the Institute
for Central-European Studies by the “Babes-Bolyai” University. Since 2010 Professor Grancea has been a
member of the International Society for Cultural History. Between 2010 and 2014 she served as an expert
for the Romanian Agency for Quality Assurance in Higher Education (ARACIS). Since 2014 she has
been the President of Sibiu branch of the Romanian Society for Historical Sciences; in the following year,
she also became a member of the Society’s national Executive Committee.

Having a passion for poetry and literature in general, Professor Grancea was a member of the
“Vladimir Munteanu” literary circle of the Romanian Writers’ Union, sponsored by “Euphorion” cultural
magazine, between 1992 and 1997. Some of her poems were published in cultural and literary journals
such as “Luceafarul” and “Romania literard”. Between 1990 and 1994, while working as a curator for the
Brukenthal National Museum, she organized, coordinated the published catalogue and contributed to six
major temporary exhibitions of the museum. Two of these exhibitions were documented in a popular
science show on national television, for which Professor Grancea served as consultant.

Professor Grancea has published three remarkable individual volumes, results of extensive in-
depth research, at reputed academic publishing houses in Cluj-Napoca and Sibiu: Foreign Travellers
through the Danubian Principalities, Transylvania and Banat. Identity and Alterity (2002), Death
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Representations during Communist Romania. Three Studies of Funeral Anthropology (2007) and Today’s
Past. Tradition and Innovation in Romanian Culture (2009). She also edited and co-edited textbooks and
anthologies of essential texts for her students. Professor Grancea was the sole editor or one of the
scientific editors of numerous noteworthy collective volumes, such as Death Representations in
Transylvania between the 15"-20" Centuries (2005), Discourses about Death in Transylvania between
the 16™-20" Centuries (2006), Death and Society. Transdisciplinary Studies (2008), Cultural
Interferences in Sibiu in the 18" and 19" Centuries (2014), and Daily Life in Sibiu in the 19" and 20"
Century (2015). Since 1991, Professor Grancea has published over 100 articles, essays, and studies in
academic collective volumes and peer-reviewed journals, as well as cultural magazine. During her
academic career, she has received several internal and external grants for national and international
research projects, for which she occasionally acted as grant manager, including Majority and Minority
Groups in Central and Eastern Europe (2002), The Religious Feeling and Attitudes towards Death from
the Pre-Modern Period until the 20" Century (2005), Cuius Regio. An Analysis of the Cohesive and
Disruptive Forces Destining the Attachment of Groups of Persons to and the Cohesion within Regions as
a Historical Phenomenon (since 2011), Honoring Civil Courage (2013-2014), The Evolution of
Romanian Fiction Film in the Communist Period, from Ideological Conformism to Resistance through
Culture (2015-2016), and Romanian Funeral Heritage (in development).

Professor Grancea’s impressive body of interdisciplinary work covers a wide range of thoroughly
researched relevant topics and themes. However, the fields of study that make Professor Grancea stand
out as a highly respected expert among historians at the local, national, and international levels are
geographical imagology (particularly the testimonies of foreign travellers in Romanian territories), social
and cultural thanatology (death representations, discourses about death, and attitudes towards death in
Transylvania), the cultural monograph of Sibiu in the last three centuries, as well as analyses of
cinematographic texts (mostly Romanian films, but representing also other Central and Eastern European
national cinemas) from the perspective of a cultural historian. Acknowledging Professor Grancea’s
profound commitment to extensive research in cultural history and the excellence of her overall academic
activity, the scientific community of Romanian and European historians eagerly awaits new innovative
contributions from the Sibiu scholar to the prestige and popularity of the field. This issue of
“Brukenthalia” journal is dedicated to Professor Grancea’s 60™ birthday.

Editorial Board
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Editorial Policies and Instructions for Contributors

The Brukenthalia Journal proposes a subject for its new issue — The Wars after the Great War
in
Memoirs, Literature and Arts (Part 11, 1923-1928)

For some historians, especially those contemporary with the event, the Armistice (11/11/ 1918, the
11th hour) meant the end of the Great War and the carnage. However, between 1918-1920, in Europe,
even after the collapse of the empires, there were still bilateral military conflicts, international litigations,
great social upheavals, civil wars. A new geopolitical configuration emerged as a result of the dissolution
of empires, while Bolshevism grew as a totalitatian socio-political system. The installation of the
Armistice, the negotiations and peace treaties concluded (see the case of the Paris Peace Conference,
1919-1920) are not always synonymous with the restoration of peace and the return to ,,normalcy”. The
repercussions on the lives of civilians and demobbed soldiers rejoining civilian life were difficult and
rather unpredictable. The collective trauma took a long time to recede, the society’s reconstruction was
slow and the economic revival was fragile. Frustration and skepticism became generalized attitudes,
especially among the working class and the intellectuals. The political landscape was determined by
fluctuations, institutional reconfigurations, the writing and rewriting of constitutions and the
reconsideration, from a modern perspective, of citizenship.

Social polarization and the deployment of class hatred, anti-Semitism, ethno-cultural variations
and geopolitical changes, the accelerated liberation of women, all led to a diminished tolerance of women,
ethno-cultural minorities and foreigners.

The war itself and the diseases which, after the war, decimated the civilian population, famine
and the difficult reconstruction reinstated another imagery of Death. It emerged, in the representations of
this age, with the full power of medieval symbolism. Conversely, the conservative social norm was
eluded by reinventing music, literature and art, the culture of the body.

Memoirs, literature and visual arts reacted against the new challenges, expressing the traumas of
the age and evoking pacifism, as well as the disbelief in the moral progress. In the countries where the
national dream came true or which pushed the cause of autonomy further (see Ireland), another
phenomenon occured, the construction of a mythical aura around the emblematic figures of the war, the
birth of a cultural pantheon. Both the official and the popular discourse framed the mythology of victory,
the new axiological pantheon. But there is also a mythology of defeat, an exacerbation of the Golden
Ages, stimulating the desire for payback and recovery.

Specifically, visual arts, literature and film best reflect, in our view, these mutations. That is why
we welcome the papers which will choose to focus on the investigation of this area.

Please send your contributions to: mihaela grancea2004@yahoo.com, dana.percec@e-uvt.ro,
olgagradinaru@gmail.com

Deadline for submission: 31 July 2019.

ISSN 2285 — 9497
ISSN-L 2285 — 9489

https://biblioteca-digitala.ro / https://www.brukenthalmuseum.ro



GUIDE FOR AUTHORS

General Instructions

1. The Brukenthalia. Review of Cultural History scientific journal receives contributions under the
form of unpublished research papers, review papers written in English. The field of interest is Cultural
History. The accuracy of translation is the author’s responsibility.

2. The corresponding author should clearly state in a distinct document (To whom it may concern) that
the submitted manuscript has not been published, submitted or accepted elsewhere and, if collective
authorship, that all authors agree with the content and the submission of the manuscript.

3. The manuscript should be submitted as a single file in *.doc (Microsoft Word) format (or edited in
Open Office) and shall contain: (1) to whom it may concern document, (2) manuscript, (3) list of
illustrations and (4) tables (if required). Together with document the authors should attach *.jpeg or *.tiff
format illustrations (legend marked inside text).

4. The manuscript should not exceed 20 pages (bibliography included), written in Time New Romans
(TNR), font size 11, justified, single row, 2 columns, A4 page format, 2 cm margins. The pages should
not be numbered. The manuscript should contain an abstract and keywords in English and another one in
Romanian (Romanian translation will be provided by editors if authors have no means under this
respect).

Text arranging

The submitted manuscript should be arranged as follows: (1) title, (2) author’s name, (3) author’s
affiliation and e-mail address, (4) abstract, (5) keywords, (6) manuscript, (7) references, (8) list of
illustrations, (9) tables.

Title:

The title should be concise, written in Times New Roman, size 11, with majuscules and centered.
Authors:

Two rows below the title, write the full name(s) of author(s) in TNR, size 11, font bold, centered.
Affiliation:

Write the affiliation(s), e-mail address in TNR, size 11, justified, below the author’s name.

Abstract:

Two rows under the author’s name should be arranged the abstract comprising 100 — 500 characters, no
abbreviations or reference citations. The abstract represents a summary of the paper that refers to the
method, the main results and conclusions. The text should be written in TNR, size 11. The subtitle
“Abstract” will be with bold.

The Romanian abstract has the same features. A translation of the title in Romanian should be added
(bold). Key words: Five to six keywords should be given below the abstract, the order being English
version followed by the Romanian one.

Main text:

1. Please, follow the headings structure as shown below:

- Primary subtitles (Capital the beginning of the first word, bold and lower case, left)

Secondary subtitles (Capital the beginning of the first word, italic and lower case, left)

Other (Capital the beginning of the first word, lower case, left)

Italics should be used for terms or abbreviations in other languages “et al.”, “etc.”

Weights and measures should observe International System of Units.

References citation:

a) References are cited in the text by the last name of the author and the year of publish (Luca, 1998).
In the case of a citation of a paragraph, it will be put between quotation marks while the page will be
cited (Luca, 1998, 17).

b) For references having two authors, use the names and the year (Luca, Gudea, 2010, 20) and for those
with three or more authors, use the last name of first author followed by “et al”. (Luca et al., 2003,
120).

¢) References cited should be arranged chronologically; if there are more than one references for one

author in the same year, use a, b, ¢ etc. The references to same or different authors should be separated

by semicolon: (Lazarovici, 1979, 85; Luca, 1998, 72; Luca, 2001a, 121; Luca, 2001b, 78).

B
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References
1. The title “References” will be written in TNR, size 11, bold, centered, upper case
. Include only references cited in the text, figures, captions and tables.

3. Arrange the references alphabetically by first author and then alphabetically by second author. If
there are more than one reference to the same author(s), arrange them chronologically. For references
with more than two authors, list alphabetically by first author and then chronologically.

4. For the most common cases, follow the examples:

a) Papers in periodical journals as follows:

Bourillon 2002 Florence Bourillon, Les Parisiens et la modernisation de la ville au XIXe siécle.

Evaluer, transformer et construire la ville. In: Revue d’histoire du XIXe siccle, 24 (2002).

b) Books as follows:

Burke 2008 Burke, Peter, What is cultural history? Cambridge, Polity Press (2008).

¢) Chapters in books:

Stanzel 1999 Stanzel Frank K., “Zur literarische Imagologie. Eine Einfithrung”. In Ingomar Weiler,
Waldermar Zacharasiewicz (eds.) Europdischer Volkerspiegel. Imagologisch-ethographische Studien zu
den Volkertafeln des frithen 18. Jahrhunderts, Universititverlag C. Winter, Heidelberg (1999), p. 9-39.
d) Proceedings from symposiums and conferences:

Karamberopoulos, Oeconomopolulos 2004 Karamberopoulos, D., Oeconomopolulos Alexandra, Greek
medical manuscripts of the period of the 16th middle 19th century. Proceedings of the 39th Congress on
the History of Medicine held at Bari (2004).

e¢) Unpublished thesis or reports:

Roman 1958 Roman Petre, Grupa inmormantérilor cu ocru pe teritoriul RPR, Bucuresti (1958).
Thesis (manuscript).

Diaconescu et al. 2011 Diaconescu Dragos, Dumitrescu-Chioar Florian, Natea Gheorghe, Sura Mica,
com. Sura Micd, jud. Sibiu. In CCA 2011 (campania 2010) (in press).

List of illustrations

A list of illustrations (numbered consecutively) should be arranged on a different page after the list of
references. The legend should be added to the illustration number. The illustration list is to be translated
in Romanian (Romanian translation will be provided by the Museum staff if authors have no means
under this respect).

Hllustrations

1. Inside the text, each illustration (maps, graphs, photographs) should correspond to the number of the

illustration list.

The legend should be TNR 11.

The legend should comprise reference to first author name and year of publishing if required.

Maps must indicate the North, have at least two coordinate data on each axis, and have a graphic

scale. Localities mentioned in text, should be marked on maps.

5. Good quality jpeg or tiff format (300 dpi), clear black and white contrast photographs are acceptable.
If colour, please note that the decision of black and white or colour publishing will be communicated
to you afterwards by the editors.

6. References to illustrations in the text should appear as “Figure 1”.

Tables

1. Tables should be arranged on a different page, numbered consecutively.

2. References to tables in text should appear as Table 1.

2w

Brukenthalia is a supplement of Brukenthal. Acta Musei, enjoying the same scientific status (CNCS B).
The Brukenthal. Acta Musei academic journal is included in several international databases:

2009 INDEX COPERNICUS
http://journals.indexcopernicus.com/Brukenthal.+Acta+Musei,p9181,3.html; 2010 EBSCOHOST
https://www.ebscohost.com/titleLists/tnh-coverage.htm; 2011 SCIPIO
http://scipio.ro/web/brukenthal.acta-musei ;

2012 SCOPUS https://www.elsevier.com/online-tools/scopus/content-overview ;

2015 ERIH PLUS https://dbh.nsd.uib.no/publiseringskanaler/erihplus/periodical/info?id=484924
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VERSIFIED LETTERS DURING WORLD WAR I. IDENTITY AFFILIATIONS AND COPING
MECHANISMS IN THE FORMER MILITARY BORDER DISTRICT OF NASAUD

Claudia Septimia SABAU
Document Researcher, PhD. Babes-Bolyai University, Cluj-Napoca, Academic Cultural
Heritage Department, University History Museum
E-mail: claudiaseptimiasabau@gmail.com

Oana-Ramona ILOVAN*
Associate Professor, PhD. Babes-Bolyai University, Cluj-Napoca, Faculty of Geography, Department of
Regional Geography and Territorial Planning,
E-mail: ilovanoana@yahoo.com
* Corresponding author

Abstract: Considering World War I as a milestone in the way people perceived diverse practices in their
lives, our research is an exploratory study on perceptions. It is also a subjective exercise of analysing and
interpreting people’s written “discourses”, while facing the crisis generated by World War 1. Our study is
focused on the communities of the former Military Border District of Nasaud and the challenge was to
identify — in versified letters — what kind of feelings these communities developed, experienced and
displayed, through individuals and families, during the war, taking into account the fact that they had been
part of a militarised area. Using the discourse analysis method, the aim of our research was to identify
characteristic mental structures revealed during the four years conflict. Results showed a complex process
of identity building and the coping mechanisms that the soldiers of Nasaud area developed during World
War 1.

Keywords: Transylvania, identity building, discourse analysis, mental structures, rural

Introduction Monarchy. The priest Pamfiliu Grapini from Sant
World War 1 inflicted devastating village wrote the following: We, the Romanians,
consequences on Transylvanian rural com- lose a great protector who, if he made it to the
munities, both financially and especially from a Crown and the Throne, would have done more
humane perspective. The “great battle” had Justice to the oppressed (Munteanu, 2018, 42).
changed not only the geographical configuration The tragic death of the heir to the throne,
of the borders to the territories that the Romanians in Sarajevo, on the 28th of June 1914, was the
inhabited, but also the population’s mindset, cause of enacting recruitment and preparing
because, at the end of the conflict, “people were troops for war. From Transylvania, the large
no longer the same like the ones in 1914” (Maior, majority of those called up were peasants, “torn
2016, 19). up” merciless from their living environment: On
When the Great War  burst out, August the Ist, they decreed general recruitment
Transylvania was one of the peripheral provinces for all soldiers under 42 years old — the same
of the Austro-Hungarian Empire, inhabited by an priest wrote —, on August the 30th, men left and
ethnic and confessional mixed population. The were accompanied to the train. Woeful houses, 8
Transylvanian society was mainly rural and had a to 10 children left without food providers, land
value system based on family and community left without further tilling, no food and money. To
solidarity, on reciprocal help, work and faith in cry for help only from our dear God” (Munteanu,
God in order to cope with the hardships of daily 2018, 43).
living. Despite the laconism imposed by war
The death of Archduke Franz Ferdinand censorship (Marinescu, 2004, 243-248), as well as
had a strong echo within the Romanian population by the “clumsiness of a signally oral culture”
because of the many hopes these people attached (Barlea, 2004, 7), the analysis of war letters and
to his power to better their statute in the postcards, especially of the ones belonging to
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common people, reveals another face of the war.
This is where soldiers are no longer only numbers
on paper, but historical characters, each of them a
hero in his own way. They built “emotional
pillars” deeply imbedded into their past before the
war (their family, household, tools, land and
village), to help them overcome the hardships of
battlefield.

Moreover, the topic of soldiers’
experience has already been discussed in relation
to individual and collective identity construction,
the role of memory being underlined: “The first is
that experience, refracted through memory, helps
constitute identities. The second is that experience
changes as subject positions shift over time.
Given these two assumptions, then no one
soldiers’ tale, no one meta-narrative of war
experience can be said to encompass them all”
(Winter, 2006, 117).

In addition, the volatile character of the
individual’s experience is similar to the flexibility
or fluidity of identity and of the identity
construction process:

Experience is therefore not “the authoritative
(because seen or felt) evidence that grounds
what is known,” but rather the social
construction of knowledge by people who
define themselves in terms of what they know.
Experience from this point of view is
constituted by subjects, and thus highly
volatile; it changes when identities change, and
has no inert, external, objective existence
outside of the people who contemplate it [...].
But over time, their war experience became the
constitutive material out of which new political
and  social  identities  emerged.  The
“experience” did not change; just its location.
Subjects do not reach out to grasp experience
in the external world, they construct experience
internally, as part of their sense of who they
are (Winter, 2006, 115).

Taking into account the aforementioned ideas, the
aim of our research was to identify mental
structures revealed during the four years conflict,
structures that were characteristic and well
defined to the people in the area of the Military
Border District of Nasaud. The main topics
around which the narration is weaved through
versified letters illustrate the soldiers’ complex
process of identity building and of their coping

mechanisms during the war.
To enable us reach this research aim, our

paper was structured as follows: Introduction; On
war letters and versified war letters during World
War I, which partially sums up the theoretical
background and previous relevant research on the
topic. The third part is Methodology; then, the

840

results and discussion part of our paper
includes two other sections and Conclusions.

On war letters and versified war letters during
World War 1

Letters and postcards are considered “an
essential but relatively unexplored part of the
cultural legacy of the Great War” (Winter, 2006,
103), an archive of “cultural memory” (Winter,
2006, 104). At the international level, research on
war letters related to the Great War includes few
studies: on wartime letters from France (Trevisan,
2003), on practices of maintaining soldiers’
mental health and the development of leadership
in the war camp (Fletcher, 2004), as well as on
the experience of a horrific war, in letters from
the front (Christ, 2018; Robertson, 2017
Zayarnyuk, 2010). There are also studies on the
topic of censorship in all its dimensions within a
discourse of propaganda and war mobilization,
presented in relation to the elements that construct
soldiers’ identity (Vicari, 2012). Moreover, the
value of the emotional dialogue in letters sent
from the front in the construction of a shared
intimate space has been also highlighted (Acton,
2016), along with the ritualization of the
epistolary genre of less experienced writers from
France and the experience of the transition from
the ritual discourse to the individual one (Grosse
et al., 2016). The themes of patriotism,
nationalism and cultural-racial constructs have
been analysed in the case of German prisoners of
war in Japan (Barkhof, 2017). Besides, letters
from the front sent by German-speaking Jews
were analysed with a focus on Jewishness and
Germanness (Tayim, 2018).

In addition, Winter (2006) discusses the
political and ideological implications of the letters
of fallen German soldiers. In doing this, he
identifies a series of representations those letters
circulated, such as the pacifist soldier, the soldier
as a saviour of his family (through his sacrifice of
fighting during the war), the Christian soldier, and
the industrialised warfare of extreme violence
(war as a “school of disenchantment”) (Winter
2006). Such representations are to be found in war
letters from other regions and countries. However,
Winter pointed out that those letters, including
“codes of emotional expression” (Winter, 2006,
117), were fragments of the soldiers’ war
experience which is very much place and time
specific. Therefore, all these studies show a very
narrow geographical context for the analysed war
letters, mostly at the regional level (Keene, 2003)
and at the local one (Zayarnyuk, 2010), while the
timeframe of World War I is itself clear:
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The stories soldiers relate tell us something of
what they have been through; but the act of
narration tells us who they are at the time of
the telling. Later on, the experience changes
as the narrator’s life changes. Since identities
are not fixed, neither is “experience.” It is the
subject’s “history,” expressed at a particular
moment in the language of the subject. That
language is not universal; it is particular,
localized, and mostly regional or national in
form. The “soldiers’ tale” is the framework
within  which knowledge about war is
constructed by men whose identities were
defined for them by what they had seen
(Winter, 2006, 116).

A selective Romanian historiography on
the researched topic offers varied information
about the Romanian Transylvanian soldiers’
involvement in warfare, using especially
documents published by civilian, military and
clerical authorities. In recent years, Romanian
historians have also taken into account epistolary
documents to offer an image as complete as
possible of the experiences and implications
caused by the ongoing conflict (Sima, 2017, 2018;
Kisanovici, 2015; Barlea, 2004). They also have
attempted to decode, from the perspective of
historical demography, the complexity of family
relations (Bolovan, 2015) or to provide the
interested parties with letters and postcards
published from the archives (Onofreiu, Vlasin,
2017). Moreover, in Romania, marriage, morality
and divorce are debated in the context of the
Transylvanian family starting from letters sent
from and to the front during World War I
(Bolovan, 2010).

However, the items of correspondence of
the Transylvanian peasants that fought in the
Austro-Hungarian army include, besides the
classical letters and postcards, the so-called
category of “versified letters”, which historians
have not approached too much so far. One of the
reasons may be that they belong to military folk
lyrics or to the so called “folklore of the military
camp” (Dobre, 1994, 136), a field which
specialists in ethnography and folklore focused
on. According to the researcher Liviu Paius, on
war folklore, one can realise a series of
differentiations — depending on the content of the
folkloric pieces, on the presented life facts and on
their length — within the following categories:
versified letters, short lyrics and prisoners’ of war
journals (Paius, 2009, 203). This epistolary genre
developed and had its climax during the two
World Wars and belonged, in the Romanian
context, to soldiers from Transylvania and
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Bukovina (Barlea, 1983, 226).

These versified letters are part of the “war
literature”, soldiers writing their “truth” about
World War I and also including rich evidence
about it (Winter, 2006, 103; Damian, 2005;
Pincas, 2002). For  Transylvania, the
representations they circulated were powerful and
they were constructing the cultural memory of the
region. Many were sent to families and, in
general, to a population soon to be in mourning.
These written sources included snapshots of the
soldiers’ experiences and minds, in which
representations of the war and of the soldiers
themselves were constructed.

Transylvanian peasants, similarly to the
ones in the entire Romanian territory, lacked the
practice of writing down their thoughts, feelings
and attitudes towards life and death in long and
coherent phrases. After August 1914, the reality
of war, a totally new and very cruel one, forced
peasants to write about their experience,
considering also the versified form.

Besides the official history of World War
I and the intellectuals’ memoir writings, these
sources, despite a certain subjectivity level,
provide us with rich information from three
perspectives. The first one is the perspective of an
event history (for instance, routes of the military
campaigns), the second is of the non-event history
(the life course within war camps and at home,
during the wartime), while the third is of the
social history. Through direct access to the
participants at those events, these letters represent
highly precious information sources for historians
interested in retracing the elements of daily life.
And this is especially valuable, given the
“personal perspective” upon the unfolding of
events, filtered through the eyes of each soldier-
author. These should not be understood in the
strict sense of the word as a means of transmitting
and asking for information. As a species
belonging to war folklore, the versified letter is a
particular category of popular lyrics. Not being
accompanied by a melody, the versified letter is
understood as lyrical poetry that is written and
read, but which observes the laws of folklore.

The pursuit of promoting and publishing
the folk poems and folk versified correspondence
from the period of World War I dates back to the
war period itself (Hangea, Iliesiu, 1916; Esca,

Schiopul, 1916?) and continued during the
following decades (Precup, 1920). In the
Romanian ethnological literature, the first

research about the written creations of peasants
who took part in the war was elaborated by
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ethnomusicologist Constantin Brailoiu (Brailoiu,
1944).

Later on, in the second half of the 20th
century, a large number of texts on the topic of
military issues and war were published in the
collections of Romanian folklore (Béarlea, 1983),
but also in well documented studies in Journal of
Ethnography and Folklore. In the region of
Nasaud, Liviu Paius had an intense activity of
retrieval and publishing folk writing of soldiers
from the villages of Somesul Mare Valley, who
fought during World War I and II, including
versified correspondence (Paius, 2003, 2009).

Methodology

Starting from the above general
considerations, our research focuses on versified
letters belonging to soldiers from the former
military border communities of Nasaud region.
They fought in Galicia, Serbia, Montenegro and
Italy and their letters were published in folklore
books on World War 1 (Paius, 2003, 2009;
Precup, 1920). We used the discourse analysis
method on this research material.

The territory of the former Second Military
Border Regiment from Nasaud — short history

The historical evolution of the Land of
Nasaud is a special one and it is strongly
connected to the functioning in the respective
geographical area of the Second Romanian
Military Border Regiment (1762-1851) (Ilovan
2009). Made of 44 communes, most of them on
the nowadays territory of Bistrita-Nasdud County,
it was set up by Empress Maria Theresa, as part of
the Austrian border system made up of 17 such
regiments spread in the entire empire.

The military border guards of Nasaud
area represented a certain social category with a
characteristic mindset of Transylvania during that
period, still dominated by three privileged
nations: Hungarians, Saxons, and Szeklers. The
statute of the military border guards marked both
at the internal level (daily life conditioned by
belonging to the military statute) and at the
external one (the military campaigns deployed on
European war camps) led to the appearance of the
so-called military “border pride” (fala) or “border
mindset” (mentalitate granicereasca). It was a
population with the social statute of free men,
with a better material situation in comparison with
other inhabitants of the province, with a higher
cultural level and a special administrative
organisation. Considering that all these were due
to the Emperor of Vienna, the inhabitants
manifested strong loyalty to this authority and
they demonstrated it during the military
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campaigns of the House of Austria while
maintaining it even after the dissolution of the
regiment in 1851. After this year, new realities
replaced the ones stated by the Military Border
Regiment. A world collapsed and, besides the
rigour and rigidity characteristic to the military
regime, this provided people with a sense of
security and the feeling of specificity on a
Transylvanian background dominated by these
three privileged nations.

Entering under the civilian authority
foreshadowed another world, where rules were no
longer imposed by above, from Vienna, but at the
level of Transylvania. As a result, the fight for
preserving the military border identity became the
basic feature in the decades to come. The military
border property (sesia in Romania) dismantled,
the place of the military authorities was taken by
the civilian ones, the military institution was
replaced by the political and administrative ones,
and the battlefield of Europe was replaced by
pieces of village land. Their lifestyle changed
radically. Having no steady income, from
realising their duties within the military service,
the only sources for earning their living were
tilling the land and breeding animals. Thus,
generations after generations alternated, which, on
one hand, tried to preserve the predecessors’
heritage, and, on the other, to adapt to the
Transylvanian realities of the respective period
(Sabau, 2015, 15-16).

After 1851 and the entering under the
civilian authorities, all the efforts of the local
intellectuals, both at the local level, as well as in
Vienna, Buda and Pesta (Budapesta since 1873),
focused on finding appropriate organisation
formulae, which could unite again the 44
communes and protect their accumulated funds
and possessions. Only after setting up the liberal
regime in the Habsburg Monarchy, the former
military border communities of Nasdud area
reunited in the framework of the District of
Nasaud, which was a political-administrative
entity with institutions in all the main fields and
which functioned between 1861 and 1876. After
this year and until 1918, the 44 communes were
included in Bistrita-Nasaud Shire, being still
mostly agricultural communities. The inhabitants’
daily life unfolded according to the active
Hungarian laws and with the administrative and
public documents elaborated at the shire level.

Identity affiliations and coping mechanisms
during World War I as reflected in the main
themes of the versified letters in the former
military border communities of Nasiaud region
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The versified letters sent from the war
camp by the soldiers of Nasidud region are a
window opened to their experiences and feelings,
to the way they lived and experienced war. In
many cases, the soldier named his letter “book”
and not “letter”: Go book, like the wind;/ Go
book, fly above [Du-te carte, ca s-un vant; Du-te
carte, zboara-n sus], etc. (Paius, 2003, 36).

Out of the versified letters published by
researcher Liviu Pdius, a part was written in the
blocks that soldiers brought home when they
returned from the war, while others were sent
home from the front, accompanying their letters
in prose (Paius, 2008, 201).

For instance, on the 12th of April 1916,
soldier Gherasim Cotu, at that time stationed in
Italy, sent a letter in prose to his parents, in
Rodna, and he added a versified variant at its end.
The content analysis of these two letters reveals
major differences. In the classical letter, the
author included pieces of information about his
health, expressed his discontent and concern
about not having received any “book from home”.
He also asked about who else from the village
was called up to the army, offering information
about the weather, sending greetings to relatives
and neighbours. In the end, he mentioned that /
would write more, but this is not allowed [Multe
as scrie, dar nu-i slobod]. In the other variant,
using the freeing power of verses, Gherasim Cotu
expressed more profound feelings. This time his
letter is addressed only to his mother, summoning
the motif of “being called up to the army” and the
“mother’s curse”. Because of this curse, after
reaching adulthood, the “German” sent him to
fight with the Serb: Always through gore,/ On
water and land [Tot prin sdnge-inchegat,/ Pe apa
si pe uscat]. His verses express sadness (And I am
about to cry/ Because I cannot move past the
blood [Si mie imi vine-a plange/ Cdci nu pot trece
de sange]), revolt (I don’t know when you will be
pleased/ And when all this is over [Nu stiu cand
ti-i satura/ Si asta cand s-a gatal), lack of hope
(Because there are many lads/ That die at night
[Ca feciorii-s multi de tot/ Si pica noaptea
polog]), and, in the end, the author’s anger is
channelled against Italy, which he lays under
bitter curses (Italy, you bitter country./ Fire burn
you down [ltalie, tara amard./ Ard-o para
focului]) (Paius, 2008, 205-209).

The comparison between the two versions
of the war letter (in prose and versified) enforces
the opinion that the versified letter renders more
accurately and intensively the soldiers’
experiences and feelings. The author did not have
a light soul after finishing the letter in prose,
while the versified letter set free his burdened
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heart. And thus, the reader benefits from a
personalised image of the war evolution, as “the
verse is the peasant’s company in society, at work
and at social meetings in the village, it is the
peasant’s faithful comrade in joy and pain, at
home and during wartime.” (Precup, 1920, 2).

The analysed descriptions and narratives
of the versified letters develop on the “frame” of
the Romanian folk poems, by adapting the
motives and topics to the new living conditions
(Brailoiu, 1969, 114). To be able to express their
feelings, the authors of letters initiated a fictitious
dialogue with their mother, with the loved one
and even with varied elements of nature, this
procedure being “one of the most appropriate
ways of the folkloric art” (Vrabie, 1990, 67).

In most cases, authors use the traditional
verse to act as a thematic introduction at the
beginning of the letter: Green vineyard leaf;
Green fir tree leaf; Green leaf and dry wood
[Frunza verde de prin vie; Frunzad verde de prin
brazi; Frunza verde lemn uscat], etc. (Paius,
2003, 32-40). The same type of verse is employed
also in the contents of the letter to make the
connection between the approached topics.

Especially, the narration develops the
chronology of events unfolding, from the
recruitment moment to the one of writing the
letter, focusing on several topics. Their weight
varies from one author to another: recruitment and
departure from family, house and village, the
image of the front versus that of the village, the
attitude towards the enemy and the alienation
feeling. Some of the authors write their name, the
native village, location and date of writing at the
end of letters: This dear Maria/ I had time to
write to you/ On Palm Sunday [Acestea draga
Marie/ Am avut vrem-a le scrie/ In Duminica de
florii] (Precup 1920, 10). The wording is simple,
but sometimes these verses overwhelm the reader
due to the dramatic events sincerely narrated.

The method of discourse analysis applied
to the contents of the versified letters reveals the
following main topics: the soldier’s recruitment
and departure from family, house and village; the
image of the front versus the image of the village;
the soldier’s hostile attitude towards the enemy;
soldier’s alienation; soldier’s loyalty to the
Emperor; soldier’s feeling of belonging to Ardeal;
and the Christian soldier.

The soldier’s recruitment and departure from
family, house and village

At the level of the collective mentality in
the Transylvanian rural world at the beginning of
the 20th century, the young man was raised to
have a certain mission in the collectivity: to
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become a good householder, support for parents
during their old age, to get married, and have a
family. But very close to the moment when he
could accomplish all this or immediately after,
mobilisation came up and ruined their plans. We
need to relate to this context in order to
understand the woefulness and sorrow that the
young men feel when they say farewell to their
family, household, and working tools which are a
symbol of their mission in this world. The young
peasants’ entire evolution aimed at forming
certain skills and attitudes towards the world and
life, totally different from what war brought
about.

In the analysed versified letters, soldiers
remember in detail the moment of recruitment and
when they left for war, and these are felt like a
terrible burden: Then he leaves for the war/ With
white and hollow face/ With his heart broken in
two [Pleaca atunci si el la lupta/ Cu fata alba si
supta/ Cu inima-n doua rupta] (Precup, 1920,
21). When the command comes, the soldier lets
his spoon fall in the plate [blid — Transylvanian
regionalism] and the plough in the field. The
versified letter describes the image of the sad man
who says farewell to the loved ones, to the tools
and animals in the stable, who is accompanied to
the railway station by wife and children, while
leaving behind the village envisioned like a lost
paradise: [ am crying dear Maria/ The whole
country is crying today/ Because I don’t know
which of us/ We’ll see each other again [Pldng si
eu Marie draga/ Pldange astazi tara-ntreagad/ Cdci
nu stiu care din noi/ Ne-om mai vedea doi cu doi]
(Precup, 1920, 9).

The repetition has the role of intensifying
the strength of the expressed feeling, amplifying
its significance: I left my house,/ I left my food,/ I
left my relatives and my father/ I left fast when the
command came [Lasai casd,/ Lasai masa,/ Lasai
neamuri si tatuca/ Ca sa plec iuti la poruncal
(Paius, 2003, 44). The topic of leaving the village
is a frequent one in military poetry/songs, as well
as in the ceremonial burial songs and in laments.

The train appears almost in every letter
because it takes away the soldiers from their
homes: We shall go with the machine/ To the
foreign country [Noi ne-om duce pe masind/
Catre tara cea straina] (Precup, 1920, 15); The
train took me, too/ Far away in foreign countries
[M-a dus trenu si pe mine/ Departe in tari
straine] (Precup, 1920, 42). The general sadness
and woefulness reaches the unbearable when the
train leaves the station: The train flies like an
arrow/ Children cry, father has left [Zboara
trenul ca sdageata/ Plang copiii, s-a dus tata]
(Precup, 1920, 21). The train is the one making
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the transition between the two worlds: the one
before the war and the one after the moment of
recruitment. An antithesis appeared between
leaving to work and leaving to war, the first one a
simple, natural one, while the latter is exactly the
opposite. This forced “transition” determines the
soldier to say farewell to his family and
acquaintances, the verses resembling those of the
laments, a species occasioned by the individual’s
transition from life to death.

The recalling of the moment of
recruitment and separation from the family
environment is preceded or succeeded by the
utterance of curses, specific also to military songs
and love poems (Barlea, 1983, 223). Most often,
these courses are targeted against the mother,
considered guilty for the soldier’s unhappy
situation, of being far away from the beloved,
because she might have cursed him from the
cradle. His mother’s curse makes the soldier
wander from one country to another, “like the
wolf in the rare forest” (ca lupu-n padurea rara)
(Paius, 2003, 43). Not only the mother, but also
the train is laid under the soldier’s curse — Fire on
you machine [Arda-te focu masina] (Precup,
1920, 15) —, as well as the “German”; all these are
to blame for the soldier’s separation from his
beloved ones. Using versified letters for casting
soldiers mind over war recruitment and
separation from family, household and village is a
coping mechanism during war. This recalling is
made by reproach and sorrow. Its unjustness and
bad consequences are underlined. This versified
confession helps soldiers get through the war.

The image of the front versus the image of the
village

The richest part of the versified letters
written by soldiers from the region of Nasaud
includes descriptions of daily living in the
trenches (the places they travelled, the
deployment of battles, spending free time,
celebrating the great religious holidays, etc.), but
also descriptions of the home village image
during wartime.

The image of the soldiers who are always
marching is a motif these letters have in common
with the ones from the end of the 19th century.
The marching is accompanied by the sound of
drums and trumpets that forespeak death: You
should see how the German takes us,/ On the
sound of drums./ How our days are numbered,/
On the sound of the trumpet,/ How our lives are
getting shorter [Sa vezi neamtu cum ne duce,/ Pe
sunetul dobelor./ Pe scurtarea zilelor,/ Pe sunetul
trambitii,/ Pe scurtarea vietii] (Paius, 2003, 36).
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During the unfolding of the conflict, the
soldiers’ thoughts are permanently directed to the
beloved ones at home and the longer their
separation and the conflict are, the more
apocalyptic their representations of the battlefield
are, the selected vocabulary enforcing the image
of the end of the world. The image of the war
slaughter is evoked though a series of hyperboles:
The land moans of blood/ But I cannot go through
blood/ This is gore/ Blood shed by young children
[Geme pamantul de sdnge/ Ca nu pot trece de
sange/ Sdngele e inchegat/ Din copii tineri
varsat] (Paius, 2003, 34); God, everywhere we
go/ Only the dead and blood; One moans, the
other one cries/ Another one lays wet in blood/
Blood flows from him/ Like from a lamb/ He puts
his hand on the wound/ But the blood gushes/ He
moans, he looks at the sun/ Then he bends his
head and dies [Doamne, pe cdt loc ajunge/ Nu
vezi numai morti si sange;, Unul geme, altul
plange/ Altul sta scaldat in sange/ Curge sangele
din el/ Asa ca si dintr-un miel/ Mdna pe rana si-o
pune/ Sdngele curge cu spume/ Geme, se uitd la
soare/ Pleacd capu jos si moare] (Precup, 1920,
18).

The hardships of the life on the front are
augmented by the lack of food, by a permanent
sensation of hunger: Scarce food,/ And when [
could eat more/ Bread is no more/ The portion
they gave us/ Was never enough [Mdncare foarte
putind,/ Si cand as manca mai bine/ Alta pane nu
ramdne/ Tot cu masura ne-au dat/ Nici cand nu
m-am saturat] (Precup, 1920, 24). The cold and
the lack of clothes also determine a strong feeling
of discomfort: Had we shoes and caps/ We were
more willing to be here [Incaltati, cu cusma-n
cap/ Am catani mai cu drag] (Precup 1920, 42).

The life on the front and the lack of
minimal physical comfort contributed to a strong
psychological discomfort: No table, no bed/ No
chair, no any cover/ Only on bare land;/ No oven
for baking bread/ No pot for polenta,/ No pan for
frying meat/ Nobody to wash our clothes/ We do
not wash or comb our hair/ We do not pray to
God [Fara masa, Fara pat/ Farad de scaun, far de
tol/ Numai pe pamantul gol;/ Nici cuptor de facut
pitda/ Nici oala de mamaligad,/ Nici crastol de fript
carne/ Nice cine-ti spala haine,/ Nespalati,
nepieptanati/ Lui Dumnezeu nerugati] (Precup,
1920, 42).

Description of life on the front is
intertwined with recalling the peasant-soldier’s
paradisiac daily life before recruitment: Do you
remember father/ How well it was once in the
world/ When we were all together?/ It was well
sweet mother/ Before I left home,/ Cause we all
had lunch together/ Nobody cried in the house/ It
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was well dear Maria/ In spring, the whole
summer,/ At hay making and at reaping/ At
picking and carrying./ It was well dear Maria ...
[Iti aduci aminte tatd/ Bine-a fost in lume odatd/
Cdt am fost toti laolalta?/ Bine-o fost maicuta
dulce/ Pan de-acasa nu ma duce,/ Ca prdanzeam
toti la o masd/ Nu plangea nime prin casa/ Bine-o
fost Marie draga/ Primdvara, vara-ntreaga,/ La
fan si la secerat/ La cules si la carat./ Bine-o fost
draga Marie...] (Precup, 1920, 20). Here,
recalling the images of the village is part of the
mechanism of coping with war. Soldiers’ answer
to estrangement from all they loved and alienation
in the new war environment is evoking the village
and its familiar elements.

The suffering and the hardships that
soldiers were undergoing each day were
augmented by the feeling of deep concern for the
fate of those left at home, without help in working
the land, without wood to keep them warm during
winter and without any money for their bare
necessities. In some cases, the authors of these
letters describe in parallel their life on the front
and the life in the village at that time, using
information that they might have gotten from
corresponding with their family, from being at
home on leave, from the press or through word of
mouth from the new recruits.

The image of the village is extremely sad.
All men left for the front, there were no
ploughmen left to take to the field a cart pulled by
oxen. The ploughs were getting out of the village
pulled by cows and plough the land being led by
the old men and women. Moreover, in villages,
cholera appeared and spread: And death makes a
havoc,/ And the ones left at home/ Still cry around
the table/ Because of their great sorrow [Si cu
moartea pustieste,/ Si cdti au ramas acasd/ Incd
pldang pe ldnga masda/ De necazu ce-i apasal
(Precup, 1920, 13), and it made uncountable
victims among the children. To sum up, besides
fear for tomorrow, the soldier lived with the
anguish that when coming back from the front he
would find his house empty, deserted, with high
grass in the yard, the house in decay, the stable
empty, the plough rusted in the stable, the well in
the yard engulfed by weeds, and “dry thistle on
the field”.

The soldier’s hostile attitude towards the
enemy

With no exception, each versified letter
includes the author’s rebellious and furious voice
against the ones guilty of setting off the world
conflict, of prolonging it and of its bad
consequences, both at the human and material
level. In a subjective “hierarchy”, influenced by
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the location where the soldier was at the moment
of writing and by the nationality of the enemy
forces, the guilty ones are: the Serbs, the
Russians, and the Italians.

The great guilt of Serbia and of its people
is to have started the world conflict: You Serbian
you did a lot,/ You split world peace/ And you
ransacked everybody [Sdrbule multe-ai facut,/
Pacea lumii-ai invrajbit/ Si pe toti i-ai rascolit]
(Paius, 2003, 41). As a consequence, the young
men were separated from their beloved; they had
to leave their villages and fields and were sent to
death.

The Russians are blamed that young men
were called up to fight, because their bellicose
actions were against the territorial integrity of the
country. The names given to the Russians are
extremely harsh: “cursed ones”, “thieves” and
especially “mad dogs”: Cause the Russian is a
mad dog/ He lays down in ditches./ Let him lay as
long as he likes/ Cause there is nothing he can do/
Cause the one who raises his head/ He would be
shortly dead [Ca Rusu-i cdne turbat/ Sede-n
santuri asezat./ Las sa sada cat ii place/ Ca nemic
nu poate face/ Ca care s-arata sus/ De pe asta
lume-i dus] (Precup, 1920, 16).

Furthermore, Italy is considered guilty for
the death of many young men: [taly, bitter
country,/ Fire burn you down [...]/ Cause you've
made a great wonder: many young men have died
in you [ltalie, tara amara,/ Ard-o para focului
[...]/ C-o facut mare minune: C-o murit feciori in
tine] (Paius, 2003, 34).

Similarly to army and love songs, fire is a
recurrent image (Dobre, 1977, 225), being
invoked as part of a course meant to reset the
world on its old foundation: Fire burn the war/
Cause I can no longer see its ending [Arda focu
razboiu/ Ca nu-i mai vad capatu] (Precup, 1920,
22); If Saint Mary has mercy/ Russia should burn;
Burn Russia in fire/ You have taken many men to
the fire [De-ar da Maica Precista/ Ca sa arda
Rusia; Arde-ai Rusie cu foc/ Multi oameni ai dus
in foc] (Paius, 2003, 44).

This hostile attitude towards the enemy is
part of the coping mechanism during war. The
hatred towards the enemy is as important for
soldiers’ motivation in battle as their love for their
village and family or the loyalty to the Emperor
(to be discussed further in this paper).

The soldier’s alienation

The alienation or leaving for a foreign
land is another main topic around which soldiers
develop the contents of their versified letters:
Here comes the beautiful spring/ And I am still a
stranger in another country [Vine mandra
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primavara/ Si eu tot strdin in tard] (Precup, 1920,
10). The feeling of estrangement is also to be
found in wedding songs. However, in war letters,
the most serious consequence of estrangement is
not physical, but psychological mutilation:
Because there all who go/ Do not touch the
plough again/ And those who come back/ Are no
longer complete men [Cdaci acolo cdti se duc/ Nu
mai pun mana pe plug/ Si de-acolo care vin/ Nu
mai sunt oameni deplin] (Precup, 1920, 9).

Many times, in order to express the depth
of his feelings, the author of letters speaks to the
woods, to the leaves and birds, especially to the
cuckoo, the most often invoked bird in Romanian
folk literature. There is an association between the
soldier’s fate, who is on foreign land, and the
cuckoo that is abandoned by its mother. The
cuckoo is also the messenger that runs the errand
of taking and bringing news from home, most of
the time forespeaking trouble: / am a stranger
dear Maria/ Like the cuckoo chick in the vineyard
[Strainu-s draga Marie/ Ca puiu de cuc in vie]
(Precup, 1920, 16).

As previously mentioned, war determined
estrangement — / am a stranger and I am sad/ |
am estranged from my family [Eu strdin si
suparat/ Si de-ai mei indepartat] (Precup, 1920,
14) — and this sets off two frequently expressed
feelings in Romanian folk lyrics. These are the
longing (dorul) and the woefulness (jale): All
these would go away one by one/ If my longing
would be weaker,/ But my longing does not give
up/ And builds a house for my tears/ And this
presses on my heart/ Today my heart moans,
tomorrow cries/ Until my heart fades away
[Toate-ar trece asa pe rand/ Daca ar fi dorul mai
bland,/ Dar dorul unde se lasa/ Lacrimilor face
casa/ Inima o tot apasd/ Astazi geme, mdine
pldnge/ Pana inima se stinge] (Precup, 1920, 10).
Besides longing for their wife, parents and
children, the soldiers express their longing both
for their household animals (cows and oxen) and
for nature (“beech leaves”).

However, the most serious consequence
of the soldier’s estrangement is the perspective of
death on the battle field without having the
beloved ones near him and without undergoing
the usual burial ritual: lighting a candle, covering
the face of the dead with a piece of cloth, the
three evenings of death watch and the church
service performed by the priest, digging the grave
and placing a cross at the head, the prayers at the
grave, earth throwing on the grave and the wails
of the family: But the death in battle/ Is
miserable, dear Maria,/ Cause here one has
neither children, nor wife/ To hold his candle
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[Dar moartea din batalie/ Jalnica-i, draga
Marie,/ Ca n-ai copii, nici sotie/ Batar lumind
sa-ti tie (Precup 1920, 18);

Without dipped candle,/ Without anybody from
my village] (Paius, 2003, 32).

The soldier’s loyalty to the Emperor

We have already mentioned that the
border guards from the region of Nasaud and their
descendants had developed a strong sense of duty
towards the country and faith to the Emperor in
Vienna (see also Ilovan, 2009 and Sabau, 2015),
whom they had always perceived as a protector of
the Romanians. The analysed versified letters
confirm that these feelings remained unchanged
during World War 1. Therefore, the feeling of
loyalty is another main topic of these versified
letters.

The soldiers from Nasdud region went to
war because they swore a holly oath to defend the
Emperor and their country: Farewell father and
mother/ I go where I am called/ My duty as a
soldier/ To fight for the Emperor;/ Against the
enemy,/ To keep our oath,/ And defend our
country [Ramas bun tata si mamd/ Eu ma duc
unde ma cheamd/ Datorinta de soldat/ In lupti
pentru-mparat;/  In  contra  dusmanului,/
Juramadntul sa-l tinem,/ Tara sa ne-o aparam]
(Paius, 2003, 37). The monarch is perceived as a
parent and saviour of the people from the
hardships brought about by the war, having no
guilt in starting the conflict. In exchange, in a
gentle manner, through “direct dialogue”, he is
asked to step in and make peace, because, besides
the adversities and hardships that the soldiers
suffer on the front, villages remain devoid of
young men.

The soldier’s feeling of belonging to Ardeal

Apart from the loyalty feeling for the
Emperor, the soldiers from Nasdud region leave
their families and villages because they have to
defend their country, their Ardeal, “the beloved
land” (scumpa de mosie): With the Russian
to fight/ Our land to defend/ And the little
parents’ house/ And my sweet parents,/ Beloved
sisters and brothers [Cu Rusul sa ne luptam/
Mosia sa ne-o aparam/ Mosia cea stramoseascad/
Si casuta parinteasca/ Si pe ai mei dulci parinti,/
Surori, fratiori iubiti] (Precup, 1920, 42).

From an identitarian perspective, the
inhabitants of Nasaud region define themselves, at
a first level, through the ones from their village,
through the close ones: There are many from our
village/ That serve the Emperor [Suntem multi
dintr-al nost sat/ Care slujim la-mparat] (Precup,
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1920, 43). At the next level, soldiers identify with
all Transylvanian Romanians: Write that I was a
Romanian/ That I was not at all a foreigner/ Write
that I have fought/ For our people, truly [Sa-mi
scrieti c-am fost romdn/ Si n-am fost deloc strain./
Sa scrieti ca am luptat/ Pentru neam cu-adevarat]
(Paius, 2003, 39). These soldiers are proud
Romanians, they love their homeland and, what
moves them to fight, besides accomplishing their
duty, is their concern for the heritage that their
descendants should keep untouched: Instead of
serving/ The Serbs and the Russians/ The Italians/
Insincere and cunning/ We should all die/ And
our nephews will mention this sacrifice [Dar
decdt sa ne dam supusi/ La cei sarbi si la cei rusi/
Si la cei italieni/ Mult fatarnici si vicleni/ Mai
bine murim cu totii/ Ca ne-or pomeni nepotii]
(Paius, 2003, 35).

Collective identity — ‘Cause Romanians
are lion cubs [Ca romanii-s pui de lei] (Paius
2003) —, the feeling of belonging to a group that
focuses on the same aim (observing the oath to
the Emperor and defending their country), is an
important element in the mechanism of coping
with war. That is because of the fact that
“collective identity is the requisite to the
coherence of any survival strategy” (Fruntelata,
2004, 45).

The Christian soldier

Another topic in these versified letters
and a powerful coping mechanism in facing the
war was the refuge in religion, in God’s faith. The
soldiers from Nasaud region considered that war
was a divine punishment for people’s sins: This is
what God wants/ Because we all did wrong [C-
asa vrea §i Dumnezeu/ C-am fdcut cu totii rau]
(Precup, 1920, 22), and they had to accept
uncomplainingly what happened to them: /’ve
written this little book/ To make my life easier/
Because it was hard enough for me/ Maybe that
was what God wanted [Scris-am cartea cu
scortisoard/ Sa-mi fie lumea usoara,/ Ca mi-a fost
bugat de greu,/ Poate-asa-a vrut Dumnezeu]
(Paius, 2009, 188); Maybe this is what God
wanted/ To see us wandering [Poate-asa a vrut
Dumnezeu/ Sa umblam noi tot mereu] (Paius,
2003, 42).

In the fore of hardships, of physical and
psychological pain, the faith in God had been the
only hope for the better: But God will change this/
And give us good time, not only bad one [Dar
antoarce Dumnezeu/ Si mai bine, nu tot rdu
(Precup, 1920, 10); Only God knows/ How we live
during battles,/ Only He can believe us/ Because
He is above and can see everything [Numai
Dumnezeu ne stie/ Cum traim in batalie,/ Numai
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el ne poate crede/ Ca e sus si toate vede] (Paius,
2003, 35). Only God can bring peace in the world
and He is the people’s hope: God will help us/ Get
out of this fight/ And come back home [Ca ne-
ajuta Dumnezeu/ Din lupta noi sa scapam/ Si
acasa sa-nturnam] (Paius, 2003, 42).

Conclusions

Sent to fight in Italy, Montenegro, and
Galicia or in the remote Russian regions, the
authors of these versified letters express their
feelings of longing, sorrow, alienation, revolt and
protest, or hope by folkloric means. These
creations reveal strong and profound feelings: the
longing for the far away family, lacking the help
of young arms; the longing for their villages,
considered a true earthly paradise; the longing for
the plough and mower exchanged for gun and
cannon, but also the pain and alienation because
of the conditions characteristic to battlefield
conflicts in foreign countries.

Even if they are written in the first person
singular, the texts of the versified letters sent to
people from the former military border
communities in the region of Nasaud host
thoughts and feelings generally characteristic to
Transylvanian soldiers enrolled in the Austro-
Hungarian Army (see for Transylvania, Serviciul
Judetean al Arhivelor Nationale Bistrita-Nasdud
[Bistrita-Nasaud County Service of the National
Archives], Anton Cosbuc fund, file 274 and for
Bukovina, Brailoiu, 1944).

After analysing the versified letters, we
managed to set up the profile of the soldier
fighting in World War I while originating from
the former military border communities of
Nasdud region: a good Romanian, loyal (to the
Emperor and the country), non-heroic (hating the
war), attached to traditional values (family, land,
faith in God), and to old rites (afraid of being
alone when dying in the battle). To be able to
cope with the war hardships, the elements around
which these soldiers develop their survival
mechanism are the following: belonging to the
villagers and to Romanians in general (these
elements are part of soldiers’ identity
construction), faith in God, the good connection
to the Emperor (soldiers’ loyalty), and the process
itself of writing the letters.

Among these, the loyalty to the Emperor
is a characteristic feature (also discussed in
previous research — c¢f. llovan, 2009; Sabau,
2015), being an element that enabled them to hold
out through the war. Also the other inhabitants of
Transylvania were loyal to the Emperor, but in
other folk poems written by Transylvanian
peasants-soldiers who participated at World War I

848

(Esca, Schiopul, 1916?), the Emperor is rebuked
much more often for not ending the conflict (the
letters let the reader know that they had no choice,
they took an oath and they had to go to war), and
this is an often recurrent line in this context:
Emperor, Emperor/ Make peace, do not fight
[Imparate, Impdrate/ Pune pace, nu te bate]. This
representation of soldier pacifists appears also in
other letters from other regions of Europe during
that period (¢f. Winter, 2006, 110). In addition,
the reader of these poems (Esca, Schiopul, 19167?)
does not feel the soldier’s pride for going to fight
for the Emperor. Another interesting aspect is that
in poems (such as those edited by Esca and
Schiopul) there are frequent references to the
“German” who is guilty for calling up soldiers to
war. On the other hand, the versified letters
written by soldiers from the region of Nasaud
have few such references to the “German” that
took them away.

Taking into account the above-mentioned
considerations, we cannot discuss the undoubtful
and clearly revealed existence by these versified
letters of structures of a mindset characteristic to
the former militarised Nasaud region. The feeling
of attachment to the military border are expressed
by pride and care for the heritage to be passed to
their descendants, according to the principle that
past cannot be betrayed.

From our point of view, an element that
ensured the psychological survival of the soldiers
of Nasdud during World War I, and maybe the
most important one, was the process of writing
the versified letter itself. Eugenia Barlea stated
that besides the old methods of enduring the
“terror of history” (for instance, religious faith
and rites), beginning with the Modern era, in the
rural area a new “technique to exorcise” occured
— the confession. This new trend is visible in the
peasant world during the Great War, the
confession taking up the “traditional form, in
verses, or the newer one, in prose” (Bérlea, 2004,
6).

The Great War represented for peasant
soldiers a double liminal situation: of alienation
and of death danger, a situation when a new
behaviour manifests, unusual under normal life
circumstances. Such behaviour is also the one
voiced by these people’s writing with a double
aim: informative and cathartic. Emil Precup
wonders “how many hearts would have been
broken because of pain and longing if it was not
for poetry to caress and relieve them? The soldier
on the battle field poured into verses his longing
and woefulness, passions and suffering and his
family answered in verses, too, and those verses
were the soldier’s comfort and hope” (Precup,
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1920, 2). Therefore, writing is the soldier’s
psychological need of facing the reality and
expressing himself within familiar frames: If [
couldn’t write/ I would die in battle,/ Not of gun,
not of cannon/ But I would die of crazy longing./
But I am lucky/ Because I know to write very well/
And then I write Books all the time/ And this does
not seem hard to me [De n-as sti cu pana scrie/As
muri in batalie,/ Nu de puscd, nu de tun/ C-ag
muri de dor nebun./ Dar norocul e cu mine/ Ca
stiu scrie tare bine/ S-apoi scriu la Carti mereu/
Si nu-mi pare deloc greu] (Paius, 2003, 54).
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Abstract: The paper looks at the career of Vera Brittain, writer and activist well-known in the inter- and
post-war period and also author of the only writing by a woman included in the Anglo-American canon of
First World War literature, Testament of Youth. While dealing mainly with the events of 1914-1918, the
book, published in 1933, is less a reflection of the Great War as such, and more a commentary on the
consequences of this conflagration on individual lives, as well as on the fate of the nations. Also, while
called an “autobiography”, the book is very different from the diary she kept during the years of the war,
published posthumously as Chronicle of Youth. A feminist and a pacifist, Vera Brittain wrote numerous
books of fiction and non-fiction, especially from the 20s through the 40s, in which her main message was
that governments and the public opinion should be helped to learn from the mistakes of the past. She
supported the hypothesis, not universally embraced in the interwar period, that the Great War had been
ended arbitrarily with a peace to the detriment of long-term geopolitical strategies. But, even so, only
international diplomacy and a pacifist vision could restore even the most precarious equilibrium.
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Introduction

In 1941, when Vera Brittain published a
book about the English experience of Hitler’s
Blitzkrieg in the early days of the Second World
War, England’s Hour: An Autobiography
1939-1941, she commented on her reflection of
the conflicts that marked the first half of the 20th
century thus:

ten years after the events, and published it in
1933, when the international situation was rapidly
deteriorating, the economic and political crises
growing more alarming than ever. In this paper, I
would like to discuss Vera Brittain’s Testament of
Youth less as a book about the Great War and
more as a product of the interwar period and of
the writer’s intellectual position and activism in

“ . . the area of feminism and pacifism.
In writing, in more than one book,

of the last Great War, I was in “The love that lays upon the altar the dearest
the position, owing to the lapse of and the best...”

time, of an artist who is able to
view a vast landscape in distant
perspective.” (2005, 12)

These lines famously belong to a poem
written in 1918 by the British ambassador to
Washington, Cecil Spring-Rice, a poem soon to
become a canonical piece recited and sung on
Armistice Day — later Remembrance Day -
celebrations even now. This idea that the very
best of an entire generation of men perished in
the slaughter of the trench warfare was shared by
many of the intellectuals who, having survived

This remark reflects better than anything
else, even if in an indirect manner, the impact of
her well known memoir, Testament of Youth, one
of the most influential writings about the First
World War for the English speaking public and
probably the only writing by a woman in the

canon of First World War literature. While the conflagration, were, on the one. hand,
dealing with the period 1914-1918, Brittain overwhelmed by a sense of profound guilt and,
on the other, sharing the defeatist mood of the

started working on the book in 1929, more than , X
age, referred to the men who were sacrificed in
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the war as a “lost” generation. While the phrase is
best known in Ernest Hemingway’s touch, as a
cohort of men who feel all the meaning of life has
disappeared after the war, for Vera Brittain, it
means the actual loss of those who could have
made a difference in politics, social and
intellectual life and economy in the 1920s and
’30s. Killed in action or severely traumatized,
this generation was prevented by the war to
contribute as mature professionals. That was the
reason why, in her opinion, things went so wrong
in the aftermath of the great conflagration. Vera,
who lost four of the nearest and dearest between
1915 and 1918, had all the reasons to transform
her personal suffering into a generalized
observation about the imperfect and unstable
peace that followed the Armistice of 11
November 1918. Her fiancé, Roland Leighton,
her brother Edward Brittain, and her good
friends, Victor Richardson and Geoffrey
Thurlow, were all killed in action, being among
the 888,246 soldiers who lost their lives in the
Great War, as the final count indicates. This led
Vera to massively reconsider her feelings about
patriotism and the necessity of the fight. While
early in the war she shared the general
enthusiasm and pride in the country’s
involvement in battle and the sacrifice of the
army men, she changed this view later, the
Armistice Day finding her numb, despondent and
agnostic. In Testament of Youth, she remembers
one of the last good days of peace before the
outbreak of the war, during that long and hot
summer which disappeared, in the collective
memory, in the mud and squalor of the rat-
infested trenches, at the School Speech Day of
Uppingham, where all her four dear boys studied,
their voices being remembered as a prophetic
chorus singing their own requiem.

The numerous letters she exchanged with
the four young men, of which 560 were collected
and recorded officially (Bishop, Bostridge, 1998),
often display a rift between her idealized views
and  their  disillusioned  realism.  This
disillusionment, during the war, was, however,
not as explicit as in the retrospective response to
war appearing in novels and biographies written
in the ’20s, but rather, letters from the front have
voices which are “eloquent, rarely resentful or
questioning, occasionally dulled by grief.”
(Bishop, Bostridge, 1998, 5) A degree of
estrangement can be seen in Vera’s exchanges
with her fiancé, who, going to war with the sense
it was “ennobling”, changed his mind soon and
wrote, a few months before his death: “there is
nothing glorious in trench warfare, day after day
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sitting in a ditch” in response to Vera’s quoting
from Rupert Brooke’s heroic sonnets of 1914
(1998, 4). Even if she did admit that “Nothing in
the papers, not the most vivid and heartbreaking
descriptions, have made me realize war like your
letters” (1998, 5), she chose to cling as much as
possible to a view that, in fact, helped her and
others, left behind in Britain, to cope with the
anxiety. In 1916, when her brother was wounded
on the first day of the Battle of the Somme, Vera
opted to quote from the British war propaganda,
calling this moment — for which, indeed, Edward
was awarded the Military Cross — a “glorious
day.” (Berry, Bostridge, 1995, 76) But, by 1918,
when he was killed on the Italian front, all traces
of her former patriotic admiration had
disappeared.

This change of heart is, of course, not
exclusively specific to Vera Brittain. Looking at
the best known and most often quoted war
literature, written by a group of intellectuals who
served and came to be known as the War Poets,
we see that the alteration of the message was
equally obvious. Rupert Brooke, who died in
Greece in the early months of the war, left behind
a collection of sonnets which was full of the
conviction in Britain’s sacred mission, to be
carried by knights in shining armour. The Soldier,
in 1914 and Other Poems, soon became hugely
popular on the home front, as an elegy in which
death in battle, far away from home, is regarded
as the best fate a man can aspire to:

“If I should die, think only this of me:

That there’s some corner of a foreign field
That is for ever England. There shall be

In that rich earth a richer dust concealed; A
dust whom England bore, shaped, made
aware,

Gave, once, her flowers to love, her ways to
roam,

A body of England's, breathing English

air,

Washed by the rivers, blest by suns of
home.” (in Walter, 2006)

Brooke was immediately and
unanimously embraced, by the War office and the
civilian population fighting their own little wars,
as the spokesperson of the generation of young
men who went to fight abroad for King and
Country. However, as the conflict progressed and
the number of casualties increased absurdly, in
exchange for irrelevant military gains, the
perspective began to shift, the signal being given
by a more realistic, even pessimistic and
resentful, poetry. Wilfred Owen’s Dulce et

https://biblioteca-digitala.ro / https://www.brukenthalmuseum.ro



decorum est, written in 1917 and followed by the
author’s death, shortly before the Armistice,
dismantles the ideal of military honour
traditionally associated with war literature.
Describing the ordeal and humiliation of gas
poisoning, Owen engages polemically with
Horace’s famous urge to consider death for one’s
own country as “sweet and becoming”:

“Bent double, like old beggars under
sacks,

Knock-kneed, coughing like hags, we
cursed through sludge, Till on the
haunting flares we turned our backs,

And towards our distant rest began to
trudge.

Men marched asleep. Many had lost their
boots,

But limped on, blood-shod. All went

lame; all blind;

Drunk with fatigue; deaf even to the hoots
Of gas-shells dropping softly behind.” (in
Walter, 2006)

The transformation of vision and tone in
war literature was obvious not only in 1918 as
compared to 1914, but also in the decade that
followed. The war saw a genuine inflation of
soldiers who turned to poetry in order to alleviate
their pain and fear — by 1916, the London
newspapers were so flooded with requests to
publish poems that the editors were compelled to
recommend the authors to try prose for a change.
Then, the climate in the 1920s came with the
necessity of taking an emotional distance from
these events, rather than a lack of interest in
them. An escapist tendency characterized the
production in the years immediately after the
Armistice. This was to suffer another
metamorphosis at the end of the decade, when a
large number of war narratives was published,
ranging from Robert Graves’ autobiography of
1929, Good-Bye to All That, where he deplores
the disappearance of an entire world order, to
Erich Maria Remarque’s All Quiet on the Western
Front, also published in 1929 and immediately
translated into English, where the veteran regards
cynically all the survivors of this cataclysm as
“superfluous.” While Rupert Brooke was what
people needed while they were mourning,
Siegfried Sassoon and other realistic writers were
preferred a decade later. And this was the context
in which Vera Brittain wrote her Testament of
Youth, a book she wanted to be “as truthful as
history, as readable as fiction.” (Berry, Bostridge,
1995, 190). Vera Brittain was familiar with the
war literature written in the ’20s not only
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because, like the general public, she sought here a
connection with her own grief and a familiarity of
the experiences described, but also because, as a
journalist, she reviewed many of these
productions. While she sympathized with the
writers’ traumas and agreed with their criticism
of the war, she thought it was unfair that, in the
large number of writings, in the variety of images
they evoked and values they promoted, there was
very little — if any — room for women. When they
did appear as fictional characters, women were
passive, irrelevant, or showed a gross incapacity
to understand and help the men. Writing a
pamphlet on the tenth celebration of the
Armistice, Vera commented that women were
excluded not just from the fictional realm, from
narratives and visual arts, but also from war
memorials: like the men, “women accepted the
strain, worked, suffered”, but, unlike the men,
“did not die.” (Berry, Bostridge, 1995, 189) Since
she had worked tirelessly since 1915 as a nurse in
the Voluntary Aid Detachment, first in a London
hospital, then in clearing stations in Malta and
France (Etaples), she thought that the women
who had joined the war effort, risking their lives,
often falling ill, being wounded or dying,
deserved their own war memorial. In an article
written in 1931, Vera counted few books written
about women, but even fewer by women, the fact
that “the woman is still silent” being regarded as
a weakness that had to be remedied, since the
other sex was equally capable