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In the interwar period, Catalan nationalists sought to participate actively in post-World War I political 

forums in order to inscribe Catalonia in discussions on national minorities. Figures like Lluís Nicolau 

d’Olwer (1888-1961) or Joan Estelrich (1896-1958) unsuccessfully fought to have their claims heard 

at organisations such as the League of Nations. This has been considered a form of protodiplomacy 

(Núñez-Seixas 2010). This paper will explore the ways in which Catalan politicians and intellectuals, 

such as the abovementioned Lluís Nicolau d’Olwer and Josep Puig i Cadafalch (1867-1956), engaged in 

forms of protodiplomacy in the same period, in the context of the Byzantine Studies Congresses that 

were organised in South-Eastern Europe in 1924 and 1927. This engagement is significant for a number 

of reasons. Firstly, it shows that territorial entities with conflicting agendas (separatist, in the case of 

Catalonia; agglutinating, in the case of Romania) could build narratives that reciprocally reinforced 

each other’s nationalist objectives. Secondly, it alters the conventional narrative according to which 

Josep Puig i Cadafalch, former president of the Catalan Mancomunitat (1917-1923) retired from politics 

after General Primo de Rivera’s coup d’état, and devoted himself to merely academic practices (e.g. 

Balcells 2013). Instead, his participation in those Congresses should be framed in the both implicit and 

explicit political character of those meetings (Maufroy 2010). Finally, the approach of this paper 

highlights the eminently transnational character of the spaces in which those nationalist narratives and 

claims where discussed and negotiated (Alcalde 2018).  
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Introduction 

Between 1924 and 1934, a series of Catalan historians and art historians 

became regular participants in the International Congresses of 

Byzantine Studies held in Bucharest (1924), Belgrade (1927), Athens 
(1930) and Sofia (1934).1 They spoke, in different ways, of the 

connections between Catalan and Byzantians in the Middle Ages. The 

group was led by Josep Puig i Cadafalch (1867-1956), an architect, art 

historian and politician who served as President of the Mancomunitat (a 

federation of Catalan provinces) between 1917 and 1923. Puig’s art 

historical work dealt with the evolution of Romanesque style in medieval 

Europe, and the Byzantinology Congresses gave him a chance to explore 

similarities between Western Romanesque and Moldavian art. Puig was 

joined by Lluís Nicolau d’Olwer (1888-1961), a medievalist historian and 

politician who studied the Catalan settlements in the Byzantine Empire 

during the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries. Nicolau was student of 

Antoni Rubió i Lluch (1856-1937), who also influenced the work of the 

Romanian historians Constantin Marinescu (1891-1970) and Nicolae 

Iorga (1871-1940), who organised the first Congress. Like Puig and 

Nicolau, Iorga was also politically active, and he became Prime Minister 

of Romania in 1931 and 1932. This article explores the ways in which 

those scholarly engagements across the Mediterranean may be 

considered a form of protodiplomacy. In the aftermath of the First World 

War, international academic gatherings became privileged spaces in 

which the aspirations of small nations and national minorities were 

showcased. This was especially significant in the Balkans, where the 

disintegration of the Austro-Hungarian and the Ottoman Empires had 

produced several new states. In Spain, the coup d’état of General Primo 

de Rivera in 1923 brought an end to Puig’s Presidency at the 

Mancomunitat and blocked the road of Catalonia’s autonomy. In this 

context, the First Congresses of Byzantine Studies offered an arena in 
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which to discuss conflicting views of the future of the Balkans, and in 

which to present Catalonia’s nationalist struggles. 

The existing scholarship has considered that Primo’s coup was a turning 

a point in Puig’s life (despite the fact that he initially supported the coup) 

and that he abandoned his political career and turned to art historical 

research.2 In contrast to that, the present article reads Puig and Nicolau’s 

engagement in South-Eastern Europe as a form of protodiplomacy, that 

is, a type of international engagement employed by regional or local 

actors that cannot use conventional channels of international diplomacy 

and seek the emancipation of a stateless nationality.3 This can sometimes 

be intertwined with para-diplomacy, that is, the use of non-explicitly 

political channels to reach an international audience.4 As Seixas argued, 

culture-based diplomacy was a preferred course of action to 

internationalise the Catalan nationalist struggle in the interwar period. 
Joan Estelrich (1896-1958), for instance, argued that political demands 

would better reach an international audience through the promotion of 

Catalan language, literature, and culture abroad.5 Other activists, like the 

abovementioned Lluís Nicolau d’Olwer, attempted to have their voices 

heard at international political forums such as the League of Nations.6 

This article draws on previous research that has defined the First 

Congresses of Byzantine Studies as diplomatic events. The attendance, 

behaviour, and contributions of the participants, especially those from 

countries who had played a prominent part in the war, such as France 

and Germany, were closely watched.7 This article analyses the Catalan 

participation in the first two International Congresses of Byzantine 

Studies held in Bucharest (1924) and Belgrade (1927). It takes into 

account the different layers that attached political and ideological 

meaning to the meetings. To do so, it first discusses the significance of 

Iorga’s concept of South-Eastern Europe, and it then analyses the 

participation of Puig, Nicolau, Iorga and Marinescu in the 
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abovementioned events, and the connections that emerged from them, 

including Iorga’s trips to Spain in 1927 and 1929.  

The Politics of Nicolae Iorga’s ‘South-Eastern Europe’ 

Nicolae Iorga has been considered one of the most influential Romanian 
historians of the twentieth century and, according to Marius Turda, it 

was him who ‘successfully provided Romanian nationalism with the 

essential notions of historical continuity and cultural unity’.8 Between 

1890 and 1894 Iorga studied History in Paris and in Leipzig, and shortly 

after became a professor at the University of Bucharest.9 He collaborated 

with the Commission for Historic Monuments which, like elsewhere in 

Europe, aimed at recording and protecting the country’s historical 

heritage. He contributed to the awakening of Romanian nationalism 

through the magazines Sămănătorul (1901-1910) and Neamul Românesc 

(1906-1940). The modern Romanian state had only been created in 1878 

with the independence of the United Principalities of Moldavia and 

Wallachia from the Ottoman Empire, which had ruled the region since 

1541. Meanwhile, Transylvania, a region historically connected to the 

Romanian lands, remained part of the Austro-Hungarian Empire.10 Iorga 

was involved in the movement that sought the establishment of ‘Greater 

Romania’ through the incorporation of Transylvania in the Romanian 

Crown, something that eventually happened at the end of the First World 

War, which entailed the disintegration of both the Ottoman and the 

Austro-Hungarian Empires. In 1910 he founded the conservative 

Democratic Nationalist Party (PND), and held several positions in the 

Parliament and Romanian Government until he became Prime Minister 

in 1931-1932. He was murdered in 1940, allegedly by members of the 

Iron Guard – Romania’s fascist party – following his criticism of the 

country’s fall within the Nazi sphere of influence. During his lifetime, 

Iorga’s prestige extended beyond Romania: he was awarded honoris 
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causa doctorates by several European universities including Oxford and 

Paris, and served as a member of different academic societies and 

institutes and as a corresponding member of national academies 

throughout Europe. 

Iorga’s ideas were notably influenced by the German historian Karl 

Lamprecht (1856-1915), with whom he studied during his years in 

Leipzig. Lamprecht has been considered ‘one of the key intellectual 

influences in East Central European historiography in the early 

twentieth century overall’.11 One of the most important elements of his 

historiographical method was the belief that each individual nation’s 

history had to be studied in the context of the influences and 

interconnections developed with other countries and regional spheres.12 

In line with Lamprecht, Iorga believed that supra-national territories 

were crucial to creating and disseminating each individual nation’s voice 
into the wider world. It was through broader regions that nations such 

as Romania could contribute to the global development of humankind, 

and it was through the study of those regions that a nation’s true past 

could be unveiled.13 ‘The life of a people’, he wrote,  

is continuously enmeshed with the lives of other peoples, 

depending on and continuously influencing them. Each nation is an 

energy with its own sources and particular circumstances, its 

special character and mission. But none of these energies can be 

absolutely isolated for study and must not be isolated in this way.14 

Iorga used Lamprecht’s ideas to build his concept of South-Eastern 

Europe, the supra-national region that integrated the countries that 

emerged from the former Byzantine and Ottoman Empires. He identified 

a historical continuum bonding Greeks, Bulgarians, Serbs, Romanians, 

Albanians and Turks. This common history could be traced back to the 

times of the Thracians, was developed under Byzantine and Ottoman 
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rule, and reached the early twentieth century with a need for political 

reconstruction in the aftermath of the First World War.15  

In Iorga’s conception of South-Eastern Europe, Romania appeared as a 

natural regional leader. This was due to its central geographical location, 

but also because of its alleged ability to integrate both regional (South-

Eastern) and national (Romanian) values.16 In doing so, Iorga confronted 

other scholars, like the Bulgarian ethnographer Ivan D. Shishmanov 

(1862-1928) or the Serb geographer Jovan Cvijić (1865-1927), who put 

forward competing versions of the ‘Balkans’.17  

The reconstruction of a modern ‘Byzantium’ was indeed one of Iorga’s 

most important intellectual drives throughout his life.18 He discussed it 

in numerous publications, such as Byzance après Byzance (1935).19 He 

also founded several organisations to that end, such as the Institute for 

Southeast European Studies, created in 1913 in Bucharest. He also 

established specialised journals such as the Bulletin de l’Institut pour 

l’Étude de l’Europe sud-orientale (in 1914) and the Revue historique du 

Sud-Est européen (in 1924).20 In April 1924 he organised the First 

International Congress of Byzantine Studies, held in Bucharest. It is in 

the context of this intellectual project that we must understand Iorga’s 

interest in Catalonia’s history and historiography, and the participation 

of Catalan scholars in the International Congresses of Byzantine Studies. 

Bucharest, 1924: Political Representation and 

Brotherhood Across the Mediterranean 

When Josep Puig i Cadafalch first visited Bucharest in 1924, he was 

already familiar with the situation of national minorities at the borders 

of Europe. Puig participated in Spanish politics during a period known as 

the Restoration, which began with the restoration of the Bourbon 
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monarchy in 1874 and ended with the coup d’état of General Primo de 

Rivera in 1923. This was a time of political stability that was 

characterised by the rotation of the conservative and the liberal parties 

in the government.21 This was also the context in which Catalan 

nationalism acquired political representation for the first time. The 

conservative nationalist party Lliga Regionalista, of which Puig was a 

founding member, won the Barcelona municipal election in 1905, and in 

1907 Puig was elected as a deputy to the Spanish Congress. The Lliga also 

ruled the Barcelona provincial government (Diputació de Barcelona) and 

the Mancomunitat, a federation of Catalan provinces that was 

established in 1914. Enric Prat de la Riba (1870-1917) was the first 

President of this commonwealth between 1914 and 1917, and Puig took 

over between 1917 and Primo’s 1923 coup.22 He initially supported the 

coup, but eventually left Catalonia and spent part of Primo’s dictatorship 

(1923-1930) abroad.23 

In a speech that he gave in 1907 at the Spanish Congress, Puig used 

examples of nationalist movements in Europe, from Norway to the Finns, 

the Czechs, the Serbs, the Greeks and the Turks, in order to outline 

Catalonia’s singularity within the Spanish context.24 In 1912 he 

participated in the ‘Congrès des Nationalités’, a short-lived initiative that 

aimed at widening the voice of sub-state nationalisms in Europe.25 When 

he was re-elected as President of the Mancomunitat in 1919, he gave a 

speech in which he defended the creation of an ‘Institution of 

Propaganda of Catalonia’ (Institució de Propaganda de Catalunya) to 

counterbalance the fact that the region was little known abroad. He 

complained about the fact that the Spanish state rarely sent Catalan 

representatives to foreign lands, and suggested that Catalan ‘science’ had 

a greater chance at succeeding at international conferences than its 

Spanish counterpart.26 During the 1920s he travelled to many of the 

newly created countries that had caught his attention in the previous 

decade. After Bucharest in 1924, he attended Congresses in Serbia in 
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1927, in Norway in 1928, and in Greece – including a trip to Istanbul – in 

1930.27  

Despite the fact that Puig no longer held a formal political position after 

1923, his stays in those countries were never purely academic. The 

different facets of his life and career were always closely intertwined. In 

a letter that he sent to Iorga on 7 November 1922, Puig used stamped 

paper from the Presidency of the Mancomunitat, even though he only 

addressed academic matters.28 When Iorga invited Puig and Rubió to the 

Bucharest Congress, he did it so on the grounds that ‘Catalonia could be 

represented by a scholar of your importance and a tireless researcher of 

the Catalan studies in Greece like M. Rubió i Lluch’.29 In line with that, 

during the opening ceremony Puig paid his respects to the organising 

country on behalf of Catalonia and not Spain.30 And during the closing 

event, he expressed his satisfaction with the attention given to Catalonia 
during the Congress.31 However, this affiliation was not always 

consistent: in the ‘List of Members’ of the Congress he and Rubió 

appeared under the headline ‘Spain’, and during the closing event he 

reportedly spoke as a ‘representative’ of his ‘Spanish colleagues’.32 

Considering conference participants as ‘representatives’ of the countries 

they belonged to was common in the first Congresses of Byzantine 

studies. Delegates participated not only as individual researchers but 

also as representatives of their countries, and thus their presence, 

attitudes and scholarly ideas could also be read as ‘diplomatic acts’.33 In 

line with that, no German, Austrian or Hungarian scholars were invited 

to the Bucharest Congress but, in Belgrade, French and German delegates 

shared expressions of fraternity.34 
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Figure 1: Dimineața, 23 April 1924, front cover, UC 2542, Arxiu Nacional de 
Catalunya. Fons Puig i Cadafalch. The interview ‘De vorbă cu d. Puig i Cadafalc, 

președintele Uniunei provinciale catalane’ can be seen on the top right corner. 
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Puig’s ‘representative’ role extended beyond the conference, as shown in 

an interview that he gave to the Romanian newspaper Dimineața during 

his stay in Bucharest [Figure 1].35 Although he had been deposed as 

President of the Mancomunitat a few months earlier, in the interview he 

was presented as the ‘president of the Catalan provincial union’ that was 

‘suspended’ at the time. There was in fact another President, Alfons Sala 

i Argemí (1863-1945), appointed by Primo and who would hold the 

position until the Mancomunitat was finally dismantled in March 1925. 

However, Puig did not seem to recognise that authority. In the interview, 

he also expressed his will with regards to Catalonia’s autonomy: he 

argued that Romania’s ‘national culture’ would be a model for ‘ourselves’ 

and argued that Catalonia found itself in a ‘struggle for more autonomy’. 

Puig made clear that he did not aspire to Catalonia’s independence, but 

to wider recognition and strength of the region within the Spanish state: 

‘we understand our autonomy but still within the Spanish federation. But 

we want a stronger affirmation of our national character [which] made 

us create a Catalan cultural movement for encouraging and supporting 

patriotism’.36  

It has been argued that the first two International Congresses of 

Byzantine Studies contributed to the ‘affirmation of the young Balkan 

countries in the international stage’.37 The gatherings did not only 

consist of academic conversations, but also included official receptions 

presided by heads of state, museum visits, and excursions.38 During the 

Bucharest Congress, delegates went on a one-week trip to key heritage 

sites that highlighted the medieval past of the modern Romanian state, 

and reinforced the role of the principalities of Moldavia and Wallachia in 

the construction of the nation. The outline included visits to Iași, former 

capital of the Principality of Moldavia; Curtea de Argeș, the first capital 

of the Principality of Wallachia; and the Cozia monastery, the burial site 

of King Mircea the Elder of Wallachia (d. 1418), renamed ‘Mircea the 

Great’ by Iorga.39 The monastery of Curtea de Argeș had a crucial role in 
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the construction of Romania’s modern identity in the late nineteenth 

century.40 

The Congresses contributed to building a neo-byzantine cultural and 

political space in which, according to Iorga, Catalans also played a role. 

In his invitation letter, Iorga stated that Catalonia and Romania were 

‘brother’ and ‘sister’ [Figure 2]. If Puig and Rubió, he wrote, accepted the 

invitation to the Bucharest Congress, ‘the foundations would be laid for 

a cultural exchange between your beautiful and brotherly Catalonia and 

its Romanian sister’.41 These were perhaps polite words, but they were 

also inscribed in a broader narrative that connected Catalans to the 

medieval history of the Balkans. This narrative was first developed by 

Iorga’s student Constantin Marinescu (1891-1970), who was interested 

in the presence of the Crown of Aragon (to which the Principality of 

Catalonia belonged in the Middle Ages) in the Eastern Mediterranean 
during the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries.42  

In a series of articles that he wrote during the early 1920s, Marinescu 

built a narrative of fraternity between Catalans and the different 

communities that had inhabited the Balkans during the Middle Ages. 

Catalans arrived in the Eastern Mediterranean in the early fourteenth 

century when the Byzantine Emperor Andronikos II Palaiologos (1259-

1332) hired the company of mercenaries known as Companyia Catalana 

to fight Anatolian rulers. Those fighters eventually settled in Greece and 

in 1319 they established the Duchy of Neopatras, which was annexed to 

the Crown and existed until 1390.43 In addition to that, the Kings of 

Aragon established numerous diplomatic contacts with the Palaiologos 

dynasty, who ruled Constantinople until 1453, and other Eastern 

monarchs.  
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Figure 2: Letter from Nicolae Iorga to Josep Puig i Cadafalch, 20 December 1923, 
UC 1414, Arxiu Nacional de Catalunya. Fons Puig i Cadafalch. 
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These exchanges were the focus of many of Marinescu’s works. At the 

piece that he presented in the Bucharest Congress, he explored the 

diplomatic relations of the Kings of Aragon Martin V the Humane (1356-

1410) and Ferdinand I of Antequera (1380-1416) with the Byzantine 

Emperor Manuel II Palaiologos (1391-1425).44 In other works, he 

depicted the Aragonese kings as supporters of different Eastern 

communities that fought against imperial rule, such as the Armenian 

king Oshin (1282-1320) and the Albanian leader Skanderbeg (1405-

1468).45  

Marinescu often discussed his work with Catalan scholars, such as Lluís 

Nicolau d’Olwer, with whom he corresponded and exchanged 

publications for almost a decade, between 1926 and 1934. Nicolau was 

an internationally renowned medievalist – on one occasion, Marinescu 

called him ‘the best connoisseur of the Catalan expansion in the Orient’.46 
He was also a prominent politician: initially a member of the Lliga 

Regionalista, he later became a minister in the first government of the 

Second Spanish Republic, in 1931.47 Nicolau was a key figure in the 

dissemination of the Catalan cause abroad during the 1920s. He lived in 

Geneva, where he acted as President of the Union Académique 

Internationale, and in 1924 he became an observer to the League of 

Nations together with other Catalan activists such as Manuel Massó i 

Llorens (1876-1952).48 At the League, he unsuccessfully tried to include 

Catalonia’s struggle for autonomy in the discussion on the protection of  

the national minorities that emerged after the First World War.49 

Nicolau’s correspondence with Marinescu reinforced the 

abovementioned narrative of companionship between Catalans and 

Romanians. In 1926 Marinescu rejoiced at the fact that Nicolau had sent 

him some of his works on the Catalan military man and writer Ramon 

Muntaner (1265-1336), a prominent figure in the medieval expansion of 

the Crown of Aragon.50 One of the works was probably L’expansió de 

Catalunya en la Mediterrània oriental, one of Nicolau’s most important 
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books, published earlier that year.51 L’expansió was reviewed in the 1927 

spring issue of the Revue historique du Sud-Est européen. The review, 

probably by Iorga, highlighted that the book included ‘completely 

unknown information on every page’.52 In his letter, Marinescu claimed 

that it had been his long wish that Catalan scholars also contributed to 

the study of the Eastern expansion of the Crown. This, he argued, 

contributed to ‘highlighting the role of the Catalans of the past in the 

history of the Middle Ages’.53 

Belgrade, 1927: Conflicting Views of South-Eastern Unity  

In Bucharest, Puig had presented a paper on the connections between 

late medieval Moldavian churches and eleventh-century Romanesque 

art.54 This was connected to his major research project in the 1920s, 

which traced the evolution of Romanesque style through Europe.55 He 

further developed the topic three years later, during the Second 

International Congress of Byzantine Studies in Belgrade in April 1927.56 

During the Congress Marinescu and Nicolau presented two papers that 

developed the connections between ‘Catalans and Byzantians’, in the 

words of the Byzantinist Sévérien Salaville (1881-1965). Marinescu’s 

paper explored the relationship between the King of Aragon Alphonse V 

the Magnanimous (1396-1458) and the Byzantian Emperor John VIII 

(1392-1448), also from the Palaiologos dynasty. In turn, Nicolau recalled 

a Catalan account of the siege of the Greek island of Rhodes by the 

Mamluk Sultanate in 1444.57 Marinescu discussed his research with 

Nicolau before the Congress and used the latter’s work to build his 

research on Alphonse V.58  
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Figure 3. Handwritten note detailing the excursions programme of the Belgrade 

Congress, UC 2543, Arxiu Nacional de Catalunya. Fons Puig i Cadafalch. 
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In Belgrade Puig was warmly received by Fernando Alcalá Galiano, Count 

of Torrijos (1883-1958), who was at the time the Spanish ambassador to 

the then Kingdom of Serbs, Croats and Slovenes.59 Alcalá Galiano 

addressed Puig as ‘President of the Catalan Mancomunitat’ and argued 

that he ‘personified and represented’ the aspirations of the region.60 In a 

subsequent letter, Alcalá Galiano corrected himself and referred to Puig 

as ‘Former President of the Mancomunitat’.61 All the while, he sought 

Puig’s help in granting a summer position in Barcelona for a friend of his, 

a young Serbian Jew with Spanish ancestry named Bosco Davitcho. Alcalá 

Galiano also shared explicit concerns about the political situation in 

Spain and wished for ‘better times’, and conveyed that he hoped that Puig 

could eventually return to formal politics.62 The fact that an embassy 

delegate sympathised with a political outcast like Puig reflects, perhaps, 

the weaknesses of Primo’s regime in the period 1925-1930. The 

diversity of the political families that conformed it led to instability and 

the eventual collapse of the dictatorship.63 

Puig’s political past permeated his academic participations both in 

Romania and in Serbia, and this was in line with the general ethos of the 

events. One of the opening speeches of the Belgrade Congress expressed 

regret that the original unity of worship of southern Slavs had been 

broken during the Middle Ages, and reclaimed a ‘Byzantine influence’, 

safeguarded by Serbs, as expression of the spiritual unity of the south 

Slavic ‘people’.64 This challenged Iorga’s idea that Romania was meant to 

have a hegemonic role in South-Eastern Europe. Catalan delegates 

glimpsed that cultural unity was a concern for the organisers of the 

Congress, and thus Nicolau spoke of the ‘binders’ of the ‘Yugoslav people’ 

in an interview that he gave to the Catalan newspaper La Publicitat a few 

weeks after the event.65 During the Congress, delegates visited a 

collection of copies of medieval frescoes gathered by the King, Alexander 

I, in honour of ‘the Serbian Kings of the Middle Ages’. The collection 

included sites in Serbia, Macedonia and Kosovo, and participants 
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received a printed copy of the collection as ‘souvenir’.66 As in Romania, 

delegates were also taken to key heritage sites such as the Ravanica 

monastery near Belgrade; the town of Kruševac, founded by the national 

hero Lazar Hrebeljanović (1329-1389), who died in the Battle of Kosovo; 

the church of Staro Nagoričane and the city of Skopje (in Macedonia); and 

Pristina (in Kosovo) [Figure 3].67 The outline of the trip was in line with 

the policies towards Serbian hegemony that shaped the Yugoslavian 

nation-building process during the interwar period.68 It highlighted sites 

related to Serbia’s medieval history and disregarded locations in Croatia 

and Slovenia, the other two countries that formed the Kingdom of Serbs, 

Croats and Slovenes, renamed Kingdom of Yugoslavia after 1929. The 

Serb geographer and ethnologist Jovan Cvijić, who died a few months 

before the Congress, in January 1927, was crucial in academically 

grounding Serbia’s claims for territorial expansion. By presenting 

Serbia’s hegemonic role in the Balkans, the Belgrade Congress also 

challenged Iorga’s idea that Romania was the natural leader of the South-

Eastern European region. 

After the Congress, Puig continued to be assimilated to Catalonia as a 

nation. One of the organisers, the Serbian Byzantinist Dragutin 

Anastasijević (1877-1950), thanked Puig for his ‘truly Catalan kindness’ 

which, he argued, did justice to his ‘country’.69 And, when the Russian 

Alexander Soloviev (1890-1971), a historian of Serbia, sent Puig an art 

historical enquiry in 1932, he began his letter congratulating him on the 

declaration of the Statute of Autonomy of Catalonia which, he said, 

opened ‘a new era of prosperity for the proud Catalan nation’.70 

In the same year of the Belgrade Congress, Iorga published two pieces on 

the Eastern Mediterranean engagement of the Crown of Aragon that 

were crucial to this articulation of South-Eastern Europe as a cultural 

space in which Catalans also played a part.71 Using the Chronicle (1325-

1328) of Ramon Muntaner as a source, he claimed that Catalans had been 

to Wallachia (one of the principalities that formed the modern Romanian 
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State) in the Middle Ages.72 He was also interested in the medieval short 

novel Història de Jacob Xalabín (ca. 1404), set in the Ottoman Empire, 

which he believed was meant to be consumed by the community of 

Catalans that settled in Greece in the fourteenth century.73 Thus, Iorga 

saw Catalans as one of the communities that inhabited South-Eastern 

Europe during the Middle Ages, and this made them part of the cultural 

space that he aimed to recreate (and lead) in the early twentieth century. 

With Marinescu, Iorga contributed to establish a narrative in which 

medieval Catalans fought together with other Balkan peoples against 

enemies that were perceived as foreign, such as the Ottoman Empire. 

Such a narrative of struggle against an external, powerful enemy could 

be easily transported to the 1920s, a period in which national minorities 

in South-Eastern Europe were struggling to establish independent states 

following the collapse of the Austro-Hungarian and the Ottoman 

Empires, all the while Catalonia’s proto-autonomous institutions 

disappeared under Primo’s regime. 

Epilogue: Barcelona, 1927 and 1929 

Iorga showed sympathy for Catalonia’s differentiated identity both 

during and after the Bucharest Congress, but his views on the political 

implications of that difference varied over time and depended largely on 

the audience he was addressing. This shows the utilitarian character of 

his interest in Catalonia, and the extent to which it was entangled with 

his interest in the consolidation of Greater Romania after the First World 

War. This was not always easy, as Romania’s and Catalonia’s nation-

building processes were almost opposed phenomena: one aiming for 

cultural and political centralisation, the other one seeking 

fragmentation. When academic exchanges between the two countries 

began shortly after the First World War, Romania was a relatively young 

state – founded in 1859 – that had just incorporated the region of 
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Transylvania, formerly in the Austro-Hungarian Empire and with an 

important presence of Hungarian, Germanic and Roma minorities. Iorga 

was one of the advocates of a unified and homogeneous Greater 

Romania, and a promoter of cultural and academic centralisation that 

prioritised the role of the capital, Bucharest, vis-à-vis that of other 

regional centres such as Cluj-Napoca – formerly Koloszvar – in 

Transylvania. In contrast, the Catalonia of the Mancomunitat sought the 

redefinition of the Spanish State to allow for a greater autonomy and 

leading role of Catalonia and its capital city, Barcelona. Catalan 

nationalists, like Puig, were challenging the centralisation and cultural 

homogeneity of the Spanish State, while Iorga was promoting that 

centralisation and cultural homogeneity in Romania.  

Iorga’s changing discourse is especially visible in the texts published 

after two visits to Spain, in 1927 and 1929. In 1927, Iorga used the 
history and character of Spain to sustain his own nationalist agenda in 

Romania. The Spanish ‘Reconquista¡ (the Christian conquest of Al-

Andalus between the eighth and fifteenth centuries) were used to build 

a narrative of historical continuity in early-twentieth-century Romania, 

drawing a parallel with the medieval expansion of Wallachians and 

Moldovans in Transylvania.74 In this text Iorga also claimed that 

Catalonia’s landscape and built environment were not different from the 

rest of Spain, and thus argued that the nationalist claim for autonomy 

was weak. ‘The land, he wrote, is the same as in the rest of the 

Peninsula’.75  

The second time, Iorga took the chance to visit the 1929 Barcelona 

International Exposition, which was designed, in its initial phases, by 

Puig.76 Iorga recalled the visit in yet another book, O mică ţară latină: 

Catalonia şi exposiţia din 1929. Note de drum şi conferinţe (‘A small Latin 

country: Catalonia and the 1929 Exposition. Travel Notes and Lectures’). 

There, his discourse changed slightly: he argued that there was indeed a 

‘Catalan nationality, different to the nationality that conforms Spanish 
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nationality’ and that this should not ‘disturb anyone’. But he connected 

this specificity exclusively to the existence of a distinct Catalan language 

and literature.77 Catalonia and Romania could be deemed ‘brother and 

sister’ in a specialised, academic environment as the 1924 Bucharest 

Congress. But, perhaps, the danger of promoting Catalan separatism 

became apparent when reaching a wider, more popular audience, in a 

moment in which Romania was in the process of asserting its power over 

the recently annexed Transylvania. 

Conclusions 

The Congresses of Byzantine Studies provided Catalan scholars with an 

excellent environment in which to showcase not only Catalonia’s 

research, but also, and more importantly, Catalonia’s quest for autonomy 

and national recognition within the Spanish and the European contexts. 

Puig’s participation in the conferences extended the interest on national 

minorities that he had shown during the years in which he was politically 

active. His role as President of the Catalan Mancomunitat was recalled 

both in Bucharest and in Belgrade, even if by 1927 the institution had 

already been abolished. His participation as ‘representative’ of Catalonia 

was outlined both in the Bucharest’s official programme and in Iorga’s 

invitation letter to the Congress. This echoed a general ethos that read 

academic engagements as diplomatic events, and which was shared by 

the first Byzantinology Congresses. At the same time, Nicolau’s 

contribution in the conferences was parallel to his participation in 

political forums such as the League of Nations, where he attempted, 

unsuccessfully, to enforce a change in the approach of Primo de Rivera’s 

government to the Catalan question. Catalan activists believed that the 

broader framework of the discussion of the political status of the 

national minorities that had once belonged to the Empires that were 

dissolved at the end of the First World War could benefit the Catalan 
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quest for autonomy and national recognition. In line with that, the 

Catalan participation in the Byzantine Congresses also contributed to 

create a narrative according to which Catalans were part of a broader 

community of nations that had once inhabited the Balkans. According to 

Iorga, Catalans had been part of the cultural space of Southern-Eastern 

Europe through the involvement of the Crown of Aragon in the region in 

the Middle Ages. This thesis was developed in his own works and in those 

of Marinescu and Nicolau. However, Iorga’s adhesion to the Catalan 

autonomist project was not consistent throughout the 1920s. While he 

supported Catalan’s differentiated identity in his protodiplomatic 

exchanges with Puig and when he discussed Catalan literature, he was 

reluctant to affirm the singularity of the Catalan character when he 

addressed a broader Spanish audience or the Romanian public at home. 

This arguably reflected the differences in the challenges that the 

Romanian and the Catalan nation building processes presented in the 

interwar period. While the former faced the task of consolidating 

Transylvania’s incorporation to the Romanian state after the war, the 

later was fighting against the centralisation of Primo’s regime in Spain. 

In both cases, the participation in the International Congresses of 

Byzantine Studies contributed to the building of narratives that 

supported claims in the sphere of politics, and which can therefore be 

considered a form of protodiplomacy. 
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