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Placed under the great umbrella of cultural history studies, the present paper aims to 

recover and restore, biographically, the life story of one of the most emblematic personalities 

of the Romanian landscape, originating in the lands of Năsăud: the man, the intelectual and 

the publicist, Iuliu Moisil (1859 - 1947). Already acknowledged as ”patriarch of the Năsăud 

frontier”, by his inner circle of collaborators, belonging to ”the Moisil dynasty”, as Lucian 

Valea famously dubbed them, Iuliu Moisil would direct his professional attention towards 

various fields and filling various roles: teacher, librarian, museum curator, archivist, 

geographer, geologist, editor, ethnographer, photographer, collector, founder of educational, 

cultural and economic establishments. Having witnessed a series of seismic events, such as 

the War of Independance, the Memorandum Movement and the Great Unification, as 

positioned between the two world wars, Moisil is not only a capable observer, but also an 

active militant for the national cause and a theoretician thereof.  

The converging point of his professional and personal interests had always been his 

unwavering conviction that his utmost duty was to the consolidation of his nation through 

education and the cultivation of the national sentiment and improving living conditions for his 

people. His effort would be rewarded by the Romanian Academy in 1943, when he is awarded 

an honorary membership as a publicist. 

My choice of topic is thus prompted by my discovery of a highly rigurous and 

competent man, a groundbreaker whose portrait is spun from the archives of remembrance. A 

man whose name is tied to both the education of dozens of generations of youth, and the 

founding of foremost educational and cultural institutions, such as the first ”Earthenware 

Manufacturing School” in Romania, at Târgu Jiu, The Gorj Museum, The Năsăud Museum 

and a subsidiary of the State Archives in Năsăud; all of these, safe the school are still in 

operation, having been restructured. Moisil’s careful heed to creating an impressive personal 

archive enacted Moisil family’s grasp on historical awareness and acomplished his perceived 

duty to posterity: the preservation of his life story, the faithful reconstitution of his time 

period, as he witnessed it through his personal lens. Thus, his writings take the form of public 

historical documents whose style, tributary to his care for his descendants, molds into a 

pedagogical and moralising endeavour. 
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This examination covers an extended temporal and spatial area, with a diverse 

historical and cultural span that follows Iuliu Moisil’s personal and professional trajectory. He 

was born in 1859 in Năsăud, completed his education at the University of Vienna (1879-

1886), followed his career path through Slatina (1866 - 1894), Târgu Jiu (1894 - 1906) and 

Bucharest (1906 - 1931) and returned home in his old age (1931 - 1947). 

Several biographical investigations of emblematic personalities of Năsăud have been 

brought to light along the years, yet none of them focused exclusively on Iuliu Moisil. Even 

though research articles examined different aspects of his professional activity, and his name 

is often times mentioned along media personalities who have had an essential impact on 

Romanian culture and education, there is a need for rounding up of the multiple avenues of 

his life and achievements. This is the very purpose of this endeavour; a biographical 

investigation though the examination of Moisil’s writings, one that aims to answer the 

questions: who was Iuliu Moisil and how did he impact the Romanian cultural and 

educational environment? What are the actions and achievements that propel him as a 

significant character beyond the borders of the county of Năsăud? What contributed to the 

principles and values that determined him, despite hardships, to fight for education, culture 

and the assertion of national identity, thus finding his place in history and overcoming the 

limitations of his own existence conferring new meaning to his life experiences by means of 

his writings’ historical and pedagogical quality. 

Life stories of emblematic figures whose actions shaped history can be told in many 

ways. One person’s life can be broght under different lenses. This endeavour has tried to rise 

to the interpretative challenge of confessional writing as historical source, embracing the 

pattern of contextualised biography in the process of reassembling the puzzle of the 

personality of one of the lesser known members of the Moisil family. 

The aim is biaxial. The restorative approach is completed by the intetion to establish 

his writings as historical documents by means of a series of theoretical concepts and 

operational instruments such as authenticity, validity, representivity as presented in various 

studies by Philippe Lejeune, Paul Ricoeur, Penny Summerfield, Sidonie Smith, Julia Watson, 

Eugen Simion, Alexandru Paleologu and others. 

Generally speaking, this research follows the trajectory and direction of Moisil’s life, 

as suggested by John Sturrock, in whose view the narrative and the chronology are the onest 

to impress meaning and significance onto the biographical discourse. This ability of the 
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biographical narrative is strengthened in its efforts to lay out the topic, in relation to the 

original group and socio-professional classes, thus legitimizing the figure of Moisil by means 

of the contextual biography principles, specific to the postmodernist perpective. In its 

methodology, this research makes use of the concept starting with Giovanni Levi’s 

hypothesis, according to whom a life cannot be merely understood through its random, fateful 

particularities, but by integrating one’s subject into a historical, institutional framework, as a 

representative of a certain social, cultural and professional segment that shapes and 

individualizes the subject. 

This would be a repositioning of Iuliu Moisil on the history stage through the use of 

personal narrations of one who, by his own relived experience, wove a personal history taking 

on the role of chronicler of his times under the title Colecția personală Iuliu G. Moisil, 

Academician, 1812 - 1948. This personal text corpus (journal, auto(biography), memoirs, 

correspondance) unveils Moisil’s identity as expressed in its authentic essence and allows the 

making of such research, biographical in nature, that may contribute to a deeper 

understanding of the educational and cultural revoltion of the modern Romanian environment, 

in a manner that cannot be matched by any other type of document. The author’s intention and 

the writing style of a conscious witness to history, claim a document status to his notes. 

For the purpose of a diachronic reconstitution of Moisil’s biographical profile, the 

selection of sources was based on identifying and assessing relevant information, transcribing, 

interpreting and confronting the document in an attempt to establish its authenticity and 

validity as well as analyze historical information pertaining to the subject. 

This interdisciplinary approach utilizes a series of concepts (life story, journal, 

autobiography, biography, memoirs, letters) and analysis criteria (authenticity, validity, 

representativity etc.), introduced in the initial part of this research, that we employed based on 

such theories as that of the journal and autobiographical pact, ”author-narrator-character”, put 

forward by Philippe Lejeune, and that of the ”pact with history” advanced by Eugen Simion. 

The theoretical scaffolding has guided both the identification and the critical assessment of 

Moisil’s notes, put together on the basis of criteria specific to the concepts utilised in the 

study of the confessional writing, as well as clarifications pertaining to the rapport between 

biography and autobiography, memoir notes and autobiography, personal and public 

journaling. 

Most of the previously unpublished sources originate in Colecția personală Iuliu G. 

Moisil, Academician, 1812 – 1948, property of the National Archives of Romania, Regional 
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Department of Bistrița–Năsăud containing over 260 folders, inventoried with several 

interludes. The content of this impressive collection, assembling a variety of historically, 

culturally, educationally, etnologically themed documents, of a literary and jornalistic value, 

is organised in three great domains, in the National Archives’ Guide: 

a) Personal documents (birth certificate, report cards, official documets attesting to 

various positions and distinctions, personal writing: journal, notes, autobiography, memoirs, 

Moisil family biography, biographical notes on Othilda Moisil); 

b) Correspondance: exchanges with family members (extended family) from 1879 to 

1946 and exchanges with contemporary household names (a great part of this could not be 

identified while researching the folders, even though it is nominally part of the collection); 

c) Professional activity that takes up most of the collection: interests and 

accomplishments in the educational, cultural, journalistic and social fields, initiatives for the 

national cause, manuscripts, official documents, periodicals, studies, conference notes, 

reading notes, periodical articles, scientific and literary research papers, photographies, letter 

exchanges with former students, biographies of contemporary household names, statistical 

data etc. 

The research of such a biographical project, from the point of view of being, living 

and archived memory necessitated the systematisation of biographical fragments in existential 

stages (chronologically and descriptively) on the basis of the types of  self referential 

narrations. Precisely, each sequence put forward distinct stages of his biographic trajectory, 

succintly delineated in the penultimate conclusions, defined by means of a specific typology 

of note-taking, according to the dominant character of the life story that reconstitutes the 

biographical stage referenced in the chapter. 

The matter of fact content of the reasearch is structured thematically into four chapters 

and subchapters, and where needed, secondary subchapters; the ending is constituted of the 

final conclusions, bibliography and annexes.  

Chapter 1, titled „The Origins of Iuliu Moisil: ”Family and Becoming an Intellectual” 

reconstitutes Moisil’s image in his familial and formative (educational) context and is divided 

in three subchapters: ”The Năsăud Family – a genealogical sketch”, ”Childhood and 

schooling years. Beginnings of journaling” and ”Anna Emilia Othilda Schwennhagen - 

Docetti”, the last subchapter is dedicated to the life and endeavours of his wife. 

The first subchapter brings to the front genealogical data referencing the origins, 

structure and history of the Moisils, recovered owing to his writings well into adulthood 
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(family monography, autobiographical and memoir notes, correspondance). Previously 

unpublished sources from Onisim Filipoiu and Pompei Boca complete the picture, as already 

mentioned. 

Making use of the conceptual tool box as provided by sociology, anthropology and 

cultural philosophy, our research sets out with a series of theoretical remarks referencing the 

social concept of the family, followed by the presentation per se, of the manner in which Iuliu 

Moisil reconstructs his own genesis, acknowledging an individual need that Neagu Djuvara 

sets apart as a natural one: placing himself in the web of filiation of his kin. Always the keen 

researcher, Moisil takes on his family’s biographical sketch (researches archives, published 

sources, finds validation and argumentation), and aided by numismatist Constantin Moisil he 

produces almost 500 years worth of family history, from its founding event (Patent of 

Nobility, 1471), whose existence is confirmed in Moisil’s writings (but which he was unable 

to find), to the moment of his biographical research project (completed, most probably, 

around 1941, per his notes). Built around a family ancestor as reference axis, the noble Moys 

alias Pop de Biserica Albă (Maramureș, today’s Ukraine), the genealogical sketch follows the 

chronological and narrative thread, unspinning it from the Moisil family origins to their 

migration to Transylvania and their contribution, as foremost intellectual elite of their time, to 

the cultural and intellectual development of their region and later to their country. We linger 

on such portraits as the one of Grigore Moisil, episcopal vicar of Rodna (of noble and 

ecclesiastical descendence), that of career soldier Toader Pioraș (the vicar’s mother’s brother), 

teachers Iacob Moisil and Mihai Dimide, maternal grandfather Iosif Georgiță and then of the 

vicar’s family’s descendants (blood related or by marriage) with several academic titles 

between them. We are reminded of Constantin G. Moisil, Iuliu Moisil, Grigore C. Moisil, 

Emil Condurachi, Constantin Daicoviciu, Virgil Vătășianu, Nicolae Drăganu and Tudor 

Drăganu. 

The post mortem biographical portrait of Moisil’s wife as presented in the last 

subchapter, ”Anna Emilia Othilda Schwennhagen - Docetti” brings to a close the part of the 

investigation dedicated to the family. An investigation apparently sequenced into the second 

subchapter that follows the life trajectory of Iuliu Moisil first as a child, seen in his family 

unit in Năsăud, and then as a young student in Năsăud before he decides to undertake 

university studies in Vienna.  

”Childhood and schooling years; Beginnings of the journal” looks into the first 

decades in Moisil’s life as a journal writer, brought forth in their existential dimension making 
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use of official sources (civil certificates, report cards) and a mix of personal notes that 

facilitate a double view of Moisil as a journal writer and his generation and age to which he 

belonged: from the inside out and from an objective and reflexive perspective. Several stages 

are thus observed: his family education, his school years in Năsăud and his university 

education along with the love story between Iuliu Moisil, the youngest of the episcopal vicar’s 

family from Rodna and the German protestant Othilda Schwennhagen - Docetti (whom he 

married in 1887). 

Broadly speaking, from a theoretical point of view, this chapter utilizes a varied 

documentary support, yet extremely rich mixed in a unitary whole with the help of tools 

specific to sociology, anthropology and cultural philosophy: biographical and journal notes, 

letter writing, published articles, school records, civil records etc. At the same time, this first 

part of the research is meant to validate the authenticity and authority of the man who, starting 

with the first journal notes, would take on the role of biographer of his own family, sketching 

portraits, mentalities and attitudes, thus defining himself. 

Closely following the structure impressed by Iuliu Moisil upon his writings, merging 

and decanting the collected sources, the next chapters looks at his professional evolution, 

from adulthood into old age, from his education into his social activity, on a national and 

cultural level. Thematically structured, the three partes make up a holistic view reflecting the 

various facets of Moisil’s activity, shaped by the multiple contexts in which he operated and 

wrote. Consequently, the empirical significance of his notes is not obvious from the actual 

declarations, but from the entire system of assertions by our subject. 

Speaking of different time intervals, with specific historic evolutions (Slatina, Târgu 

Jiu, Bucharest) each territorial transition is evidenced by a preamble, sketching traits of the 

place and time in view, from a demographical, economic, social and cultural perspective, for 

the purpose of contextualising and validating Moisil’s notes. The entire endeavour is 

supported by data coming from published sources by local researchers and historians, quoted 

in context. Understanding his personal and professional experiences, and relating them to his 

environment and the manner in which Moisil reflects and responds to the political, social and 

cultural context allows not only the assessment of the complexity of his activity, but also the 

meaning of the texts that mediate deciphering his personality as an intellectual, a militant for 

the national cause, a journalist, and all around author. 

The information in chapter 2, ”Teaching years”, consider the first achievements of the 

teacher from Năsăud at the ”Radu Greceanu Highschool” from Slatina (1886 - 1894), and 
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thereafter in Târgu Jiu (1894 - 1906), where, taking upon himself the principles stated by 

Spiru Haret, he becomes the headmaster at the ”Tudor Vladimirescu” Grammar School and 

sets the foundation for the first ”Earthenware Manufacturing School” in Romania. The 

subchapter ”In the Service of the Cultural Unity of All Romanians”, dedicated to his activity 

in Slatina, recuperates the nationalist dimension of Moisil’s activity, taking into account his 

leadership position, at 30 years of age, of the Olt susidiary of the League for Cultural Unity of 

All Romanians, in Slatina. We can thus discern the picture of a teacher dedicated to the 

Transylvanian Memorandum, and the struggle to maintain the Romanian identity of the 

Transylvanians: he coordinates meetings and cultural events, is involved in supporting those 

back home by promoting their image and status abroad. No effort is spared; Moisil mobilizes 

all available resources, as illustrated by his cooperation with his brother in law, Ludwing 

Schwennhagen, converted to the national cause of Romanians living under Austrian-

Hungarian rule. 

While analyzing our documentary corpus, we stress the individual character of the 

testimonies coming from Moisil’s direct experience. Our investigation follows the uniqueness 

of the subject, as situated at the center of the biographical study, from the perspective of the 

”exceptional normal” concept and examined by means of the ”luminosity of the single case”, 

as defined here based on the views of Edoardo Grendi, Penny Summerfield, James Hinton and 

Michael Rustin. 

If the first part of the chapter favours the journal notes that most faithfully reconstitute 

the context in which Moisil makes his professional debut, gradually the stress shifts towards 

the autobiographical notes and articles written on the basis of the journal notes. Rigurously 

built, citing published sources of his time, most are today used as primary sources of research. 

As in the case of others’ personal narrations, we note that the texts are not isolated from the 

their context. The legal framework of the institutons with which Moisil interacts with, the 

conventions of the society in which he grows into adulthood, the cultural expectancies and the 

public (as a beneficiary of the narrative venture) shape the structure of the exposition. Filtered 

through the methodology we resorted to in this chapter, meant to prove their authenticity and 

validity, the rich mélange of his notes certify the author’s responsibility, who, in his attempt 

to ascertain the truth of his narratives, delves into archiving notes, sketches, photographs, 

makes use of official documents, press articles, published studies etc. Moisil enlivens thus his 

own life story by recounting experiences often ignored by the great history: how it felt being a 
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teacher in the Old Kingdom, what this position meant to him, how differerent social and 

pollitical contexts reeled into life altering decisions. 

The third chapter, ”The Gorj Cultural, Artistic and Economic Movement (1894 - 

1906)” focuses on the manner in which Moisil makes himself up for posterity, from the 

perspective of the memory of the social group, as defined by M. Halbwachs. We are thus 

privy to the rise of the ”Gorj Movement”, a series of economic, social, cultural and 

educational actions, taken upon by Iuliu Moisil in close interaction with the main members of 

the group: Aurel Diaconovici, Witold Rolla Piekarski, N. D. Miloșescu și Alexandru 

Ștefulescu. 

The examination on the Gorj Cultural, Artistic and Economic Movement facilitates the 

transition from the educational sphere examined in chapter 2, into the preponderantly cultural 

one, as presented in the final stage of the research. This unity of our thesis stresses, probably 

most visibly, aspects referring to the place of the subject in the social and cultural 

environment of Gorj at the end of the 19th century, where a nucleus of militant Transylvanian 

intelectuals had a pivital role, putting into play the principles of the educational and social 

policy initiated by Spiru Haret. The chapter works with a wide range of information supplied 

by Iuliu Moisil gathered from his own recollections as an active member of the group. The 

context of the investigation is provided by the sociological definition of the framework of 

expression of the group, on an intentional level, and objectives legitimized by the embracing 

of the values promoted by the Haretist doctrine. The recourse to archival sources, topped off 

by published ones, allows us to pin down important moments of the Gorj Movement, 

stuctured thusly: premises and appearance of the Movement, main representatives, economic, 

cultural, educational and social accomplishments, impact and reverberations at the time. 

Substantiating a collective experience, dating and circumscribing said events through 

frequent accounts of everyday reality, Iuliu Moisil chooses to faithfully express his point of 

view, aiming to recuperate a page of the local history. The accounts are fluent, true to life, 

they register primarily authentic attitudes and behaviours. 

Focused on the ”Cultural Activities”, the last chapter approaches accomplishments of 

the final 40 years of Moisil’s life (1906 – 1947) carried out during major historical events 

such as: WW1, the Great Unification, the interwar period, followed by WW2. We put forward 

and look at information combining different styles of the confessional genre (journal notes, 

autobiographical notes, memoirs, correspondance), together with elements from Moisil’s 

published articles. The primary sources are jam-packed with personal and especially public 
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data from the political, economic, social and cultural fields. The two parts, ”Bucharest: the 

Great Unification” (1906 - 1930) and ”Home Again: the Final Years” (1931 - 1947) look at 

Moisil’s memoirs by means of the autobiographical pact as defined by Philippe Lejeune and 

the pact with history, as per Eugen Simion, thus proving the documentary quality of the 

chronological and rigurously documented writings. An example is the first annex of this 

research, an inventory of close to 150 of Moisil’s published writings during his lifetime: 

books, brochures, articles, historical and literary writings, translations; we examine thusly, 

along this research, his publishing activities in correlation to his other activities.  

In our critical analysis of Moisil’s notes, we utilized 200 folders containing primary 

sources and a consistent number of articles written by or about Iuliu Moisil. The writings and 

dozens of published articles have been physically identified by means of considerable efforts. 

The mass of published and unpublished sources approached in an inteferential manner, looked 

at by means of the biographical method, enrich the perspectives used to indirectly experience 

the past as framed by the plurality of viewpoints.  

The current endeavour is not an exhaustive attempt at researching Moisil’s personality 

and accomplishments. It is, though, the first to broach the subject’s personal notes, stored and 

identified to the present moment, synthetized and put under a critical lens, from various 

perspectives, with an intent to uncover as many aspects of Moisil’s personality as possible, as 

well as his role in the regional and national cultural landscape. 

The value of Moisil’s notes as a source for historical analysis is obvious. There is no 

possible reason to doubt the truth of this shared experience. Colecția personală... holds 

numerous certifications of concrete events, and is one of the most varied; it attests to a 

historical consciousness that does not stray from what Moisil’s moral duty to posterity would 

be: leaving behind a worthwhile testimony. 

It is a fact that there is no separate experience in Moisil’s life, or of his time. Each 

individual who interacted with him or witnessed his actions had their own perspective and 

developed their own personal interpretation of the events. Nevetheless, each experience 

present in Moisil’s notes, despite the author’s subjectivity and proclivity to be selective, is 

still valid, proving once more, if necessary, the complexity of the historical reality, as seen in 

the uniqueness of human subjectivity. In the end, there is no one more entitled than Iuliu 

Moisil and his contemporaries to describe what they lived and felt. 
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This is not the end of the story. There is, obviuosly a great potential for further 

comparative research that might aid our understanding of the complexity of Iuliu Moisil’s 

personality, with its uniqueness and existential brand. 
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