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THE HUMANISM OF
ION AGARBICEANU’S WORK

— Summary -

The key terms of the research: humanism, lon Agarbiceanu, inner drama, the
Transylvanian village, destiny, Christian meditations, the priest’s portrait, popular

conferences, the childhood, the nature, the schools of Blaj, Blaj scholars.

The present dissertation, The Humanism of lon Agarbiceanu’s Work, structured in
eight chapters, based on a rich documentation, achieves an analytical interpretation of Ion
Agarbiceanu’s creation. We had in view the detachment, in Ion Agarbiceanu’s work, of the
humanist view of Christian essence. Our research follows, mainly, this aspect of his work,
which truly represents a privileged direction, the leading thread of his literary vision. The
identification of the humanist lode in Ion Agéarbiceanu’s work, in its depth and
specification, will be our contribution to the revaluation of a work both vast and dense,
work that deserves a much deeper investigation.

The cultural-artistic universe of the Transylvanian writer lon Agarbiceanu is
characterized by a humanist-Christian attitude, the humanist component being the
fundamental coordinate of his work. An approach of lon Agarbiceanu’s literary work, from
the humanist perspective, will open new horizons and (re)bring the ,,author of Archangels”
to the attention of the new generations of readers.

Although the author’s qualities of novelist have been long recognized, throughout
the time his work has entered a shady cone, representing, nevertheless, an indestructible
part of the Romanian cultural inheritance. We had no intention to render all the aspects or
to exhaust the subject, but we endeavored to render the most relevant characteristics, which
contributed, decisively, to outline the humanism of Agarbiceanu’s work.

In his volumes of sketches and stories — From the Countryside (1905), Two Love
Stories (1910), In the Dark (1920) — but also in his novel The Archangels (1914), one can
notice the contribution of the writer to imposing and consolidating the Romanian rural
realism, to outlining the characteristics of this manner of picturing the world. In The

Literature of Transylvania', Ton Breazu integrates the personality of the writer in the

! Ion Breazu, The Literature of Transylvania, Bucharest, Editura Casa Scoalelor, 1944.



tradition of the Romanian realism, but underlines the humanism of his work as being its
fundamental coordinate. lon Agarbiceanu’s literary creation is marked by the universe of a
specific geographical area, that of the Transylvanian Plain, of the Western Carpathians, of
the regions around Sibiu, evoking so beautifully both the geographical scenery, and the
tormented existence of the inhabitants.”.

In our approach, each chapter is dedicated to an important aspect of lon
Agarbiceanu’s work: stories, novels, religious writings, journalism, children literature.

Chapter one, The Romanian Humanism, has in view to outline some specific
characteristics of humanism, as support in rendering this aspect that we consider essential
in Agarbiceanu’s work. We think it is important the decoding of the human meanings of
these writings in order to understand the writer’s literary universe.

In chapter two, Humanism and Inner Drama in Stories, we insisted upon the
underlining the human substance in Agarbiceanu’s prose, since the author achieves,
through his creation, a direct observation of human existence, being convinced that ,, great
people are the most splendid revelations of God”>. In the largest part of his prose of rural
inspiration, the writer creates a vast image of the village, as the place of a tormented life,
hardly bearable, in which the utter sufferance is presented in different aspects: the pain of a
mother who loses, in turn, her husband and children (Fefeleaga); the tragic destiny of
Vasile Marza, who dies after falling into a precipice in his attempt of finding gold (7he
Mine Ghost); the grief of another poor woman who watches her cattle dying, during a
freezing winter, because the bank doesn’t lend her the money to buy hay (Hard Winter).
The happenings are not unusual, but, through their presentation, Agarbiceanu managed to
compose an authentic painting of the Transylvanian village.

Chapter three, The Humanist Dimension of Novels, presents true lessons of ethics
which Agarbiceanu forwarded through his writings: The Archangels, The Law of the Body,
The Law of the Mind, The Ghost, Stana, Dolor, The Triumph. In the novel The Archangels,
for example, the writer born in Cenade illustrates the phenomenon of moral degradation
that the characters live, because of some dramatic circumstances. As he himself declares,
in the creation of losif Rodean Agarbiceanu had in view the deviation from religious
norms, his misdoings, in order to draw attention upon them, to correct and remove them

definitively. Agarbiceanu illustrates, on one hand, Romanian archaic aspects, folk

2 Mircea Zaciu, lon A gdrbiceanu, Bucharest, Editura Minerva, Series Universitas, 1972, p. 15.
? Jon Agarbiceanu, Facing Death..., in the vol. September Meditation. Literary Journalism, Issue
caretaken by Aurel Sasu, Foreword by Mircea Zaciu, Cluj, Editura Dacia, 1971, p. 25.



traditions and customs, and, on the other hand, the implementation, somehow by force, of
town civilisation into rural world, of the industry which attempts to destroy the ancestral
way of life; it is, therefore, a writer ,, performing in the directions of archaism and
national ethnics, of a protective tradition, in the desire to dissociate from the combined
aspects of existence, as: the war, the industrial civilisation, and the sagging of the human
being from the ancestral, biological and hereditary inheritance.” .

Chapter four, Christian values in lon Agdrbiceanu’s writings, outlines the writer’s
preoccupation with the states of consciousness of the characters or with the moral aspects
of their life. We will review here the writer’s Christian writings, in the attempt of
observing his Christian vision and his attitude towards humanity, which can be defined
through respect and love towards his fellow beings, irrespective their social condition. Ion
Buzasi considers that, in the Romanian literature from the beginning of the 20th century,
Ion Agarbiceanu is, together with Gala Galaction, ,.a steward of the altar and a priest-
writer”®. The writer’s spirit of moral-Christian purity can be tracked especially in the
writings that illustrate the saints’ lives: Sketches from Ecclesiastical Life (1916), The Little
Riverside in Paresemi (1920), The Hermit and his Apprentice (1938), From God’s
Parables (1939), About Wonders (1939), Meditations. The Lighted Face of Christianity
(1941), The Priest and the Priest’s Family. Their Ethnical Meaning in the Romanian
Village (1942), The Christian Family (1947), The Book of Legends (1996).

The fifth chapter, Humanist Pleas in Journalism, presents the writer’s militant
activity for the cause of national culture and literature. Agarbiceanu hold a great number of
conferences in the ASTRA sections, collaborates with the Popular Library of the ASTRA
Association by publishing several brochures, was preoccupied to achieve for his faithful an
artistic work aimed to urge them to respect the dogmas of the Christian religion. Father
Agarbiceanu endeavours in publishing several books of Christian education, issued by the
AGRU Popular Library. In Ion Agarbiceanu’s lectures, we can notice the following
humanist motifs: the assertion of human dignity, the idea of serving one’s own land and the
eulogy of culture.

In chapter six, lon Agdrbiceanu and the childhood world, we stressed the works in
which the author presents the universe around him, the charm of nature and the little

creatures. The wonders of nature are seen through the eyes and the sensitivity of children,

* Mircea Popa, Jon Agdrbiceanu — the story-teller, in the volume Ion Agarbiceanu, Regained stories,
Issue caretaken and foreword by Mircea Popa, Cluj-Napoca, Editura Eikon, 2011, p. 8.

> Ton Buzasi, Foreword to the volume Ion Agarbiceanu, Sketches from ecclesiastical life. Issue by
Anton Rus, Iulian Bobe. Foreword by lon Buzasi, Blaj, Editura Buna Vestire, 2005, p. 5.



in which we discover the author’s gentleness and inner warmth. The stories in Pages from
the Book of Nature (1959) are addressed, firstly, to children. The young readers have thus
the opportunity of becoming aware of a large range of scenes of an exciting world: the
world of children from the Transylvanian village after WW 1. The stories on the childhood
theme illustrate, sometimes, a universe painted in sad, dull colours, like in Fefeleaga and
The First Journey.

The seventh chapter, lon Agdrbiceanu — poet of nature, approaches the descriptive
talent of the writer from Cenade, his unbounded admiration for nature, which is also the
background for Agarbiceanu’s description of the wonders of the universe. Our attention
headed towards the way in which the writer managed to render, with art and talent, the
peculiarities of nature. The infinite space of nature becomes, as Mircea Popa well noticed,
an autonomous character in Agarbiceanu’s writings, with an existence and development
independent from that of human beings. We agree with Mircea Popa’s idea that the
volumes Evening hours (1921), The Memories (1940), From Mountains and Plains (1957),
On the Verge of the Great Passing (1979), The Book of Legends (1996), Pages from the
Book of Nature (1959) make up ,,a great «Book of Nature», dedicated to the evocation and
celebration of the Romanian land’™® Agarbiceanu’s writings are strongly related to the
happy childhood he spent in the middle of nature. In this regard, the writer himself asserts,
Hthe first impressions that nature pours into the virgin soul of the child, through all the
senses, are the strongest and the most stable”’

In the eighth chapter, Blaj in lon Agdrbiceanu’s evocations, we insisted upon the
role the schools in Blaj had in the writer’s formation. lon Agarbiceanu, a student of the
High School in Blaj between 1892 and 1900, evoked with affection and gratitude the
schools that guided his steps in life. This chapter offers us, therefore, an opportunity to
revise the memories that the author scattered throughout his work, with reference to the
years of his student youth.

Our paper ends with Conclusions, Bibliography and Addenda.

This thesis represents an analytical approach to the work of Ion Agarbiceanu, work
presented in a variety of aspects. Although we used diverse tools and approaching

methods, our research is based, mainly, on text analyses and commentaries that help a

8 Mircea Popa, Introduction to Ion Agérbiceanu’s work, Bucharest, Editura Minerva, 1982, p. 367.
"L Agarbiceanu, Foreword to the volume From Childhood. Portraits and stories, Bucharest,
Editura Tineretului, 1956, p. 5.



proper and relevant reception of Agarbiceanu’s work. An adequate bibliography always
accompanies our critical observations.

We consider that the congruity between man and his work, in the case of the writer
Ion Agarbiceanu, as well as the congruity between man and the scenery of the place where
he was born and brought up is thorough. Even as a child, he bore in his soul his native
village with valleys and hills, with woods and still rivers. To all these we can add the
education received in his family and at school in order to understand the specific note of
Agarbiceanu’s writing, his talent of story-teller, as well as his human features. The author
himself makes a confession relevant in this respect: ,,What deeply penetrated my soul in the
years of my early childhood, from the sheep grazing at the edge of the forest or in the
woods, was the smell of the field, of the forest, the colours of the sky, of the flowers in the
meadows, the blowing and the songs of the wind in the sky or in the woods, the song of the
rivers, of the streams while the snow was melting™.

The work approached in this thesis keeps a fundamental direction, the realism,
being impregnated with a definite humanist attitude. We can strongly assert that
Agarbiceanu’s texts are pervaded by deep humanity: ,,As his great contemporaries,
Agdrbiceanu tended towards the major aims of art and, even if he could not always reach
them, his work proves a creative effort of an authentic vibration, touching and simple,
deeply humanist in its most inner weaving. What makes his experience remain active, as
from it descended in the Romanian prose Pavel Dan and Ion Vlasiu, and in the heat of the
present days, the prose of Titus Popovici, Vasile Rebreanu, and other young writers, is felt
by the protective shadow of the patriarch..’”. One can notice, throughout our study, that
Ton Agarbiceanu, a representative writer for the whole Romanian literature'’, achieved a
work marked by moral values and the love for God.

CONCLUSIONS

Ion Agarbiceanu devoted to writing six decades of his life (1900-1963), skimming
over a topic dedicated to the life of simple people and related, almost totally, to sceneries,
happenings and stories from Transylvania. The work of the Transylvanian writer has
multifold aspects, being one of the most prodigious in our literature, from the point of view

of the bibliography. During the present study, we could notice that the message of

8 Jon Agarbiceanu, Confessions, in Revista Fundatiilor Regale, anul VIII, nr. 12, decemvrie 1941, p.
534.

? Mircea Zaciu, Agdrbiceanu in the conciousness of his contemporaries, in ,,Steaua”, anul XIIL nr. 9
(151), Cluj, septembrie 1962, p. 53.

"' Mircea Zaciu, lon Agdrbiceanu, p. 238.



Agarbiceanu’s creation is a humanist one, of Christian essence, because it urges the
readers to lead a better life, built on Christian values, like work, modesty, justice,
obedience, gentleness, compassion.

Father Agarbiceanu’s writings of Christian essence aim to redress us, to show us
our way to redemption. Thus, the writer remained a priest even in his literary writings:
From Ecclesiastical Life (1916), The Little Riverside in Paresemi (1920), Evening Hours
(1921), The Memories (1940), Talking to llarie (1941), Maruntelu’s Stories (1956), From
Mountains and Plains (1957), Pages from the Book of Nature (1959) and The Lighted face
of Christianity.

Llon Agdrbiceanu enters the literature under the direct influence of”''. The
generation that asserted itself at the beginning of the 20th century, appeared after Slavici,
Cosbuc or Goga, respectively lon Agarbiceanu, Aron Cotrus, Teodor Muresanu, has as
background the fighting tradition of the Transylvanian village and the peasantry, as holder
of indestructible moral values.

Mircea Popa notices that Agarbiceanu’s literature develops itself in a strong
relation with the literary school promoted by these two directions, which are, before
everything, ,.a literature of humble souls”, approaching the same themes and having the
same preoccupations for rural life as those of the literature beyond the mountains, through
Mihail Sadoveanu, Emil Géarleanu, I. Al. Bratescu-Voinesti or I. A. Bassarabescu. Through
this literature, the writers aimed to support the simple people.

The native village, Cenade, is evoked in several charming sketches and stories, in
which we remark the writer’s love for his childhood land. The artistic sensitivity of his
parents was inherited by the future narrator; in this respect we see the village, with its
customs and traditions, with its moments of joy and sorrow, the fields and the beauty of
peasants’ work, the woods and springs, the golden cornfields, the green grass, all these
having an essential contribution to his development. Nevertheless, from all the surrounding
elements, the forest with its mysteries and beauty impressed him the most. Nature
conducted him to dreaming and meditation, which justifies the many evocations we find in
his work.

Agarbiceanu presented, in his writings, everything that is rough and gloom in the
Transylvanian area. His impressive work also contains a series of stories from the city

world, which presents the bourgeoisie before WWI or the troubled existence of petty

"' Mircea Popa, lon Agdrbiceanu — the story-tellerl, in the volume Ion Agirbiceanu, Regained
stories, Issue caretaken and foreword by Mircea Popa, Cluj-Napoca, Editura Eikon, 2011, p. 5.
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clerks. Through the depth of his probing in the deepest folds of the human soul, through his
realism and lyrism, Agarbiceanu’s prose gains a particular profile, which will be forever
part of our national treasure.

Considered by Mircea Zaciu as one of the most appreciated and prolific writers in
the Romanian literature, Agarbiceanu presents, though, certain distinctive features as
compared to other Romanian authors of a similar value, features outlined by the same
critic: ,,Placed between two of the monuments of the Romanian prose — loan Slavici and
Liviu Rebreanu — lon Agarbiceanu is detached, however, greatly from their profile: Bolder
in his epic projects than Slavici, but less deep in his psychological and social probing than
Rebreanu, hei s more lyrical than both, more receptive to the area of fantastic and mystery
of the peasants’ world, keeping however an innocent attitude, optimistical and tonical in
front of the existence”'. In his turn, Garabet Ibrdileanu'” asserts that the prose-writers of
real value from Ardeal are Slavici, Agarbiceanu and Rebreanu. As a conclusion, Zaciu
appreciates that ,,The author of «The Archangelsy soon surpasses them through his
creative energy, spontaneity, a prolific production, the depth of his probing and the
humanist vibration™"*.

Ion Agéarbiceanu has a peasantlike way of scrutinizing the lives of his characters,
with a certain morality, the ethical side being often in his attention through a distinctive
feature that always enlightens the portrait. Maybe that is why his characters are seen in
motion, following peacefully their destiny. Agarbiceanu designs minutely each character’s
destiny, and we can notice the moralist’s compassion and smile. This activity brings them
together even more because the values operated by the author remain constantly the same
and they seem to be characters of a unique work.

In order to understand the characteristics of Agarbiceanu’s prose, lon Vlad
underlines especially its humanist aspect, the probing into the soul of the human being and
the morality as a life principle. Vlad also stresses Agarbiceanu’s affection towards plain,
simple people and those tormented by fate and his admiration for their spiritual strength
and the persistency with which they struggle with life, proving noble qualities of honesty
and heroism: ,,The humanity of creation, the vocation of the story-teller and the

perseverant closeness to the people subject to serious and dramatic attempts, the message

12 Mircea Zaciu, lon Agdrbiceanu, in the volume 4s a vast stage, Transylvania..., Bucharest, Editura
Fundatiei Culturale Romane, 1996, p. 227.

3 G. Ibriileanu, The specific national character in the Romanian literature, apud Selected Pages. 11,
Bucharest, Editura de Stat pentru Literatura si Arta, 1957, p. 70.

 Mircea Zaciu, fon Agdrbiceanu, Bucharest, Editura Minerva, Seria Universitas, 1972, p. 15.
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of a work for which the moral values are fundamental, because they spring from people’s
experience, are meant to redraw our attention towards the prose of an authentic writer. He
carries on a tradition inaugurated in the Transylvanian literature by loan Slavici and
enriched by Liviu Rebreanu, Pavel Dan and Ilon Viasiu. Among these lon Agdrbiceanu has
the greatness and the beauty of the humanist message, has the unaltered narrative passion

"3 Ton Agérbiceanu managed to render

and, consequently, that of a creator of lives
through his creation, the love and compassion for the needy and those followed by the
misfortunes of existence, strongly believing in the meanings of literature as a possibility of
assertion of the spiritual superior values. The writer describes the work and nature, as
being in a strong relationship with the aspirations of the human soul, the writings of this

genre having a profound educational character.

' Ton Vlad, The reading of the novel, Cluj-Napoca, Editura Dacia, 1983, p. 35.
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