
„BABEȘ-BOLYAI” UNIVERSITY 

CLUJ-NAPOCA 

FACULTY OF HISTORY AND PHILOSOPHY 

 „HISTORY. CIVILIZATION. CULTURE” DOCTORAL SCHOOL 

 

 

 

 
DOCTORAL THESIS ABSTRACT 

 

 
Banatian ploughman writers: peasant journalists and writers 

between Austria-Hungary and postcommunist Romania 
 

 

 

 

 

Supervisor: Candidate: 

Dr. Toader NICOARĂ Vlad BARANGĂ 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CLUJ-NAPOCA 

2022 

 



2 
 

Table of Contents 

 
Introduction .......................................................................................................................................5 

I. Origins ......................................................................................................................................15 

I.1. Land........................................................................................................................................16 

I.2. Education ...............................................................................................................................19 

I.3. Reading ..................................................................................................................................24 

I.4. Dimitrie Birăuțiu’s Printing House ......................................................................................29 

I.5. Villages and Newspapers .......................................................................................................34 

I.6. Village Writers .......................................................................................................................37 

I.7. Debuts in Dialect ....................................................................................................................43 

I.8. The Ploughman Writers of Banat .........................................................................................47 

I.9. Synthesis .................................................................................................................................50 

II. From the Great Union to Communism .................................................................................52 

II.1. A Symbol of Tomorrow ........................................................................................................52 

II.2. Discovering Banat ................................................................................................................58 

II.3. The Village’s Thoughts and Guidance ................................................................................65 

II.4. Culture, work and structure .................................................................................................69 

II.5. The Word of Villages............................................................................................................73 

II.6. Economy and Society ...........................................................................................................82 

II.7. Science, Culture and Pseudoscience ...................................................................................89 

II.8. Dawn of Banat ......................................................................................................................97 

II.9. The Correspondence of Vasile Goldiș with a Banatian Peasant ......................................106 

II.10. Larger Impact ...................................................................................................................113 

II.11. Towards New Structures ..................................................................................................117 

II.12. Betrayed Expectations ......................................................................................................122 

II.13. Disagreements ..................................................................................................................135 

II.14. Editorial Office: Wherever God Wills .............................................................................146 

II.15. Discovering the Ploughman Writers ...............................................................................150 

II.16. Brief Notes and Dates ......................................................................................................158 

II.17. Synthesis ...........................................................................................................................169 

III. Communism .......................................................................................................................172 

III.1. The New World .................................................................................................................172 

III.2. Crimes Against Peace .......................................................................................................181 



3 
 

III.3. A Different Kind of Writing .............................................................................................186 

III.4. Struggle of Life .................................................................................................................200 

III.5. Twenty Years After ...........................................................................................................203 

III.6. A Relaxation .....................................................................................................................207 

III.7. Lost Manuscript ................................................................................................................211 

III.8. A Communist Future ........................................................................................................213 

III.9. The Poets and The Partisan .............................................................................................216 

III.10. Synthesis ..........................................................................................................................220 

IV. Freedom .............................................................................................................................222 

IV.1. Survivors ............................................................................................................................222 

IV.2. Memory ..............................................................................................................................227 

IV.3. Recovery ............................................................................................................................240 

IV.4. Banatian Regionalism .......................................................................................................247 

IV.5. Synthesis ............................................................................................................................255 

 

Conclusions ....................................................................................................................................256 

 

Appendix ........................................................................................................................................261 

I. Biographical Files ..............................................................................................................261 

II. Publications of the Ploughman Writers ........................................................................272 

III. Images .............................................................................................................................277 

PRESS .....................................................................................................................................278 

VOLUMES .............................................................................................................................284 

DOCUMENTS ........................................................................................................................289 

 

Bibliography ..................................................................................................................................293 

SOURCES ..................................................................................................................................293 

SYNTHESES .............................................................................................................................299 

GENERAL BIBLIOGRAPHY.................................................................................................301 

SPECIAL BIBLIOGRAPHY ...................................................................................................303 

STUDIES AND ARTICLES .....................................................................................................303 

ONLINE SOURCES .................................................................................................................308 

 

 



4 
 

Keywords: Banat, peasants, interwar, communism, politics, press, regionalism 

 

In 1926, Lucian Blaga wrote: “None of the Romanian provinces has such a 

differentiated ethnographic, anonymous, popular culture as Banat has, and yet none of the 

Romanian provinces gave birth to as relatively few creative personalities as Banat (...) The 

culture of Banat is the Baroque of Romanian ethnography.1” 

Fifteen years later, Gabriel Țepelea was discovering here a phenomenon appreciated 

as unique in the world: the Banatian ploughman writers2. Peasants of this region were 

creating prose, theater, poetry, journalism. No only were they publishing their work in the 

urban press, but with great efforts and expenses they were publishing their own rural 

newspapers, with circulation in the thousands. A unique movement coagulated around these 

newspapers, an alternative to the defective politics of the interwar period. Among regular 

Banatians, these writers were hugely successful. However, intelectuals of the period mostly 

ignored them, despite the efforts of some as politicians and writers Țepelea, Vasile Goldiș 

or Petre Nemoianu. 

The ploughman writers ended their creative activity shortly after communism was 

installed. Today, Blaga’s paradox still rings true. The rich, novel culture and creation of the 

historical Banatian peasantry is merely a footnote in historical research. 

The present thesis aims to provide a general overview of the phenomenon of Banatian 

ploughman writers. Their largest newspaper was published for almost two decades and had 

thousands of subscribers. Then there are the other newspapers and magazines created in 

villages, alongside many collaborations with urban press, a number of published books and 

various cultural and political initiatives. The end of all this activity and the sudden anonimity 

that befell their authors came with stunning speed and totality. The fundamental questions 

researched in these pages are simple: who were these ploughman writers? What did they 

create, why did they disappear and why are they almost forgotten today? 

Despite its impressive scale, the phenomenon is poorly researched. Generally, the 

published historical studies are mostly helpful for establishing the context in which it existed. 

Most of the research that touched upon this subject was linguistic or literary, ignoring or 

misunderstanding its social and political aspects. 

 
1 Lucian Blaga, Barocul etnografiei românești / The Baroque of Romanian Ethnography, in „Banatul”, 
Timișoara, no. 1, 1926, p. 3-4 
2 Petru Vintilă, Țăranii condeieri din Banat / The Banatian ploughman writers, în „Albina”, București, nr. 37, 
1978, p. 2 
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The most important research available today remains Gabriel Țepelea’s 1943 book, 

The Ploughman Writers of Banat. Țepelea invented the term “ploughman writer”, which 

covers all these authors regardless of their main interest: journalism, poetry, theater and so 

on, almost always in a mix of variable proportions. 

In the communist era, their creation was not a good fit for the “new world” and their 

political activity was kept under silence. After 1989, the phenomenon remained in the 

shadows. Modern research initiatives mostly cover the related phenomenon of Banatian 

dialectal literature, which was born and evolved in parallel with that of the ploughman 

writers. 

Most of the information contained herein originates in written sources. Today, few of 

those who knew the interwar ploughman writers are still alive. Even fewer of them or of 

those familiar with the later generation understood their passion and had an appreciation for 

their work. Our qualitative research was thus mostly deprived of interviews. And yet, the 

voices of the ploughman writers and of those who knew them are present here, recovered 

from their correspondence and manuscripts which can be surprisingly intimate and open in 

comparison with their published materials. 

Due to the nature of the phenomenon, much information was extracted from the press, 

especially from interwar village newspapers. During communism, a small number of 

Banatian intellectuals were writing about the phenomenon. The ideological slant makes 

these more recent sources somewhat untrustworthy. There are few studies and articles after 

1989. Unpublished resources inherited from the ploughman writers – correspondence and 

manuscripts – compensate these gaps in knowledge and reveal new aspects of the cultural 

impact of the transition to communism. 

The thesis consists of four chronological chapters. Chapter I delves on the origins and 

initial activities of the ploughman writers. The Banatian context that favored their 

appearance is investigated. A first step was the Ottoman reform of 1690 that gave land to 

peasants. Austria took over the region in 1716. In the following decades, the new reign 

brought administrative reforms and grand infrastructure projects. Banat’s population had a 

spectacular growth, favored by foreign colonists and pro-natalist policies. 

Guided by Illuminism, the Austrian overlords encouraged the educational process in 

Banat. Hundreds of Romanian language schools were built, and mandatory education was 

implemented. Tensions related to mandatory Hungarian language education appeared in the 
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late 19th century, but school attendance and literacy remained high. In 1930, this region had 

the highest percentage of literates in Romania: over 70%3. 

Also towards the end of the 19th century newspapers and magazines penetrated 

Banatian villages – especially those written in Romanian. Their editors started publishing 

more and more content tailored to this new audience. The first content published by a 

ploughman writer was an 1895 series of comic short stories, signed with the pseudonym 

Florinel. The ploughman writers and the Banatian dialectal literature appeared almost at the 

same time. After 1905, the newspapers and magazines printed by Dimitrie Birăuțiu in 

Budapest enjoyed great success in Banat. The peasants came up with a distribution network 

for these and started publishing in ever increasing numbers in their pages. Part of the 

peasantry was thus able to invest time, money and effort in journalism and culture. Motivated 

by the national struggle and encouraged by certain figures, regular peasants started writing 

and publishing. This was the first generation of the ploughman writers. Today, we know 

almost nothing of most of them – the usage of pseudonyms condemned them to anonymity. 

Of others, we know a little thanks to their and Birăuțiu’s writings. Some of the greatest 

interwar ploughman writers started here, in Birăuțiu’s magazines, at the age of adolescence. 

Chapter II focuses on the period in between the Great Union and 23rd August 1944, 

the peak of the phenomenon. In its first years, Banat was being discovered by intellectuals 

from other regions. It was an exotic land for them. Camil Petrescu and Liviu Rebreanu 

noticed the ebullient popular culture of the region – and the existence of the ploughman 

writers. The first newspapers of the ploughman writers came into existence: Țăranul / The 

Peasant in 1919 and Poporul Românesc / The Romanian People in 1922, both influenced 

by Birăuțiu. Their greatest publication, Cuvântul Satelor / The Word of Villages, launched 

in 1926 and was active for almost 20 years. Almost all major ploughman writers published 

in its pages. 

The ploughman writers’ literature and newspapers reveal novel perspectives, which 

are barely mentioned in Romanian historiography. Of note are the comparisons between life 

in Austria-Hungary and life in Romania, which are sometimes even shocking. The Romanian 

administration was considered inferior to the imperial one, and its actions were perceived as 

absurd. The politicians were almost universally regarded as demagogues detached from the 

reality of the common folk. The ploughman writers were also observing Romania’s external 

policies and were comparing them to those of other states. An evolution becomes apparent: 

 
3 Enciclopedia României. Volumul II – Țara Românească / Encyclopedia of Romania. Volume II – The 
Romanian Land, Imprimeria Națională, București, 1938, p. 116 
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social, economical and political issues were initially seen through the lens of national 

struggle. The disappointment that followed the Union made the writers more interested in 

their root causes and led to more complex and less idealistic proposals. Their newspapers 

also wrote about the problems encountered by Romanians in Yugoslavia’s Southern Banat, 

a subject that was ignored by Romanian authorities. 

The ploughman writers had remarkable cultural and political initiatives, especially as 

they continued during the economic crisis. They came up with theatrical tours, they were 

militating for syndicate unions, and Cuvântul Satelor even opened a shop in Timișoara, thus 

proving that the principles they were writing about were valid. This success shows that the 

writers were connected to the needs and wants of their intended audience. Intellectuals in the 

big cities were unsure of how to approach this phenomenon. Certain contacts between these 

two worlds are remarkable: Vasile Goldiș and Liviu Rebreanu knew of Paul Târbățiu’s 

efforts to publish a general knowledge magazine, and during the war Gabriel Țepelea was 

trying to popularize the phenomenon. The present thesis reveals new information on how his 

1943 book was written. 

Captivating personalities were active during these years: Ioan Ciucurel, creator and 

director of Cuvântul Satelor; Paul Târbățiu, the first ploughman writer that Gabriel Țepelea 

met – and the one he was closest to; Maria Dogariu, a feminist peasant who founded a 

magazine; Gheorghe Bălan-Șerban, a peasant from Comloș who was considered an 

ultraprogressive by the literary critic and historian Perpessicius4. 

Chapter III covers the period from 23rd August 1943 to December 1989. The 

phenomenon declined rapidly after Romania switched sides in the war. The village 

newspapers were shut down by the competition with the Party’s publications and by general 

shortages and other difficulties. Frontul Plugarilor (The Ploughmen’s Front), an organization 

whose rise was partially helped by Cuvântul Satelor, contributed to its end. The writings of 

the ploughmen were not to the taste of the new overlords – as evidenced by absurd requests 

coming from the censors and editors during the first decades of communism. 

The letters and correspondence of the ploughman writers are critical for understanding 

the end of their activity. It and certain manuscripts reveal the way in which individuals, 

families and communities perceived, justified and rationalized the traumas imposed by 

deportation, collectivization and the new social and cultural customs. Certain intellectuals 

who were their friends were now undesirable, persecuted and imprisoned. Some of these 

 
4 Emil Șimăndan, Călătorie prin veac: Gabriel Țepelea în dialog cu Emil Șimăndan / Journey Through the 
Age: Gabriel Țepelea in Dialogue with Emil Șimăndan , p. 29 
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relationships were resumed after 1965. The cultural thaw of the following decade allowed 

some ploughmen to write again and even enjoy a certain degree of recognition. However, 

the final decade of communism brought new restrictions. 

Chapter IV investigates the way in which the phenomenon was perceived after 1989, 

when the last survivors started publishing again and a modest recovery effort began. Gabriel 

Țepelea kept mentioning them, but their movement sank into obscurity. In the year 2000 

only three of those who published in the interwar period were alive, plus another two of 

similar age but with later debuts. That last one passed away in 2013. 

After 2000, the Banatian Village Museum of Timișoara began to research and conserve 

the phenomenon. Some archives were partially recovered; most had been destroyed or lost 

in the communist era. In 2007, ploughman writer Iosif Cireșan Loga donated a large 

collection of documents, ethnographic and assorted items (coins, rocks etc.), previously 

intended to form the basis of a museum in Bocșa. His efforts in this direction and the 

obstacles he encountered after 1989 are detailed in this chapter. During the past 15 years, 

magazines have started to be edited again in Banatian villages, and some manuscripts and 

interwar books authored by ploughman writers have been published in low circulation. 

However, a great gap still remains in the research of this phenomenon. During the 

communist era, some ploughmen started writing about their past activity, but their 

manuscripts are incomplete or lost. The decades of communism altered the memory and 

mentalities of the region. The evolution of the Banatian mental collective is glimpsed 

through researching the phenomenon. Its basics remain the same, but the great changes 

brought on by communism introduced new elements which are strongly active today. There 

is a continuity of Banatian multiculturalism, but administrative and social problems signaled 

by the ploughmen writers have been exacerbated by communism. 

A complete analysis of the creations of the ploughman writers is beyond the means of 

individual research, even those of one focused on the interwar period. We hope that the story 

of the ploughman writers, as written in these pages, will be a starting point for a variety of 

future research projects, whose results will help recover a forgotten cultural treasure. In the 

future cultural capital of Europe, the “literary Robinsons”, as nicknamed by Țepelea, are 

forgotten. By exploring their legacy, their dream of furthering knowledge can be 

accomplished for a new age and for a new generation. 
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