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The “exoticism” label has been overused, interpreted and sometimes displaced, as a
kind of antonomasia for everything that was outside one’s collective self, or involved some
form of contact with a space difficult to reach, suitable for colonization or simply intriguing.

A simple search will generate thousands of book-length studies or occasional
academic papers on the topic; they range from interpretations of classic essays on the matter,
such as Victor Segalen’s, to the seminal work of Edward Said on “orientalism”, which
brought a geographical, political and theoretical “location” of exoticism, that soon
transformed into a space of intellectual debate that exceeded its original scope, as well as the
geopolitical meanings, as intended by the author.

Accounts on exoticism also range from definitions found in various encyclopediae to
ethnographic inventories and ethnologic interpretations of what stimulates reflections based
on fieldwork in non-familiar cultures, or on comparative interpretations of bibliography.
Thus, exoticism means the frightened, yet dominant gaze of the Western traveler or explorer
that later became the colonist to spaces, places, journeys, cultures and languages; once
humanity steps into the realm of early modernism, exoticism appears as a mélange of literary,
visual arts and theater experiments that functions as a long and melancholic goodbye to the
Romantic agony: the fad of Byzantinism at the end of the 19" century in theater, such as
Sardou’s Theodoral; the fluid erotica of the same period, dominated by the rather simplistic
relation between a European/Western man and an Oriental woman. All of these collections of
images, fragrances, or fluid states of mind and indirect memories made their way into the
sumptuous costumes and rituals, borrowed by Symbolists, late Romantics and Parnassians,
who showed a constant preoccupation with exoticism and also stand as proof of the
cacophonic discourse on the concept.

In Romanian culture, as a plethora of old, or recent studies demonstrates, the
engagement with exoticism came as a part of the identity construct of the emerging nation-
state in the 19" century. I will not insist on all the occurrences and “translations” of exoticism

! Byzantium as an archaeological site and Ottoman city, or as an esthetic construct appeared to fill in the “intra-
European” exoticism; John Ruskin, in The Stones of Venice discovers a Byzantium inside Venice, Th. Gautier in
Constantinople (1853) reflects on the “exotic” experienced from the inside, like an ethnographer; William Letha
published in 1894 an extended study on the architecture of Hagia Sophia; the intra-European exoticism is
sustained by poets, such as W.B. Yeats, which explores the magical/initiating qualities of the spiritual incursions
into this mysterious and elusive city.
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in painting, memoirs and fiction. Nevertheless, it is important to understand that the quest for
exoticism, or the invention of some sui-generis, rural based exoticism explained the quest for
a collective identity that aspired towards the “European/Western”, “civilized”, and wanted to
abandon the Oriental influences on everyday life, fashion, and political malversation, that
were associated with a “Turkish/Balkan” model. This manner of constructing a new
collective identity was not particular to Romanian culture, but to almost all cultures in South
Eastern Europe that were, at some point, under the rule/influence of the Ottoman Empire;
even today, it still appears to be a struggle to escape the geographic, or the derisive “Balkan”

label.

Short Definitions of Exoticism. The Localization of Exoticism

Victor Segalen, who assimilated the experience of “voyager and visionary”, and who
reflected on early Modernism, mostly under the influence of the Baudelairean model, wrote a
collection of notes on exoticism that seem a dictée par [’ésprit, as it was the norm of the late
19" century spiritualism. Anything that may have helped the human being escape the
oppression of idle bourgeois life, the senseless massification under the guise of industrial
progress was preferable - and exotic, according to Segalen. Through his disparate notes,
name-dropping, half-sentences, he defined exoticism as an endlessly dynamic type of
freedom; freedom that could be acquired by actual travel, or by the power of free association
of names, places, sensations, tastes, textures: “Write a book on exoticism. Bernardin de Saint-
Pierre- Chateaubriand- Marco Polo, the initiator — Loti. Include the fewest number of
quotations possible. Argument: Parallelism between stepping back in time (Historicism) and
moving out in space (Exoticism). Study each of the senses and its relation to exoticism: sight,
the sky. Hearing: exotic melodies. Smell above all. No taste or touch.(...) The sensation of
exoticism: surprise. Rapidly dulled. Exoticism is willingly «tropical». Coconut trees and
torrid skies. Not much Arctic exoticism”? (Segalen, 2002: 13)

As we can see, exoticism abolishes time and comparison (i.e. the ethnological
perspective) and proposes a linear, almost globalizing view on space. Exoticism is a
horizontal concoction of surprising sensations, one that shares the ephemerality of modern
times. In other words, exoticism is not only an aesthetics of diversity, as Segalen conceived it
but a paradoxical state of exploring the forlorn that is always elusive. Exoticism seems to be a
funny solipsistic deity that covers space, tastes, music, lack of attention, in a perpetual
present.

Much closer to our time, academic accounts on exoticism examine this category from
the perspectives of the buzz notions of our times: globalism, Europe/European, geography
(read: cultural mapping and geocriticism). Benjamin Schmidt® (Schmidt, 2015: 1-10)
researches the history of Europe’s contact with the territories that would be part of the
colonial empires. Exoticism, for him, finds its starting point in La galerie agréable du monde
of 1729; the etchings by Pieter van der Aa depict faraway lands, people, animals and objects
that, Schmidt notices, approach Europe in a manner that is “generously attentive and perhaps
ceremonial”. “There is an almost balletic elegance to the manner in which these emissaries
from distant realms approach Europe and present her with their exotic bounty; it is vaguely
ritualistic”(...) Over a period spanning the final third of the seventeenth century and first
third of the eighteenth, a new conception of the world and of Europe’s relationship to it
developed in in sources of exotic geography. These new materials — a vast body of textual,

2 Victor Segalen. Essay on Exoticism. An Aesthetic of Diversity. Translated &edited by Yaél Rachel Schlick.
With a foreword by Harry Harootunian. Duke University Press. 2002.
3 Benjamin Schmidt. Inventing Exoticism. Geography, Globalism, and Europe’s Early Modern World.
University of Pennsylvania Press, Philadelphia, 2015.
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visual, and material objects — presented the world as «agreeable» and thus accommodating in
various ways. They addressed, moreover, a singular European spectator, or consumer, of this
world (...) who both engaged with and cheerfully accumulated the delights of this
appealingly exotic world.”

For Schmidt, “first generation” exoticism is an agreeable exotica, an endless
collection of pearls, porcelain, lacquered furniture, that came directly from the distant realms,
via imports, or began to be reproduced in Europe to create a type of exotica easily attainable,
and probably cheaper. The exotic geography is a creation of the colonial empires that tame
the unknown, the former unmappable of “there be dragons” territories and mold them in a
global bazar that do not touch fears, self-examination or a deeper desire to know how one is
changed through the contact with another culture. The agreeable vaudeville of accumulation
of exotica will inform the ways in which at a different moment in history, the South-Eastern
European/Balkan exoticism is constructed and delivered to a nondescript generic
Western/European consumer/reader who is supposed to wish that concoction of objects,
images, events, and to express his/her interest in a manner convenient for the one who
delivers the agreeable. In other words, the exoticism needs to check a dual list that contains:
l.exoticism as “agreeable” must act as a recognizable idiom in relation to the
Western/European consumer; 2.the consumer should be satisfied with the offer, pleasantly
surprised, not vexed in any way, to accept this form of exoticism that also functions as a
political/diplomatic weapon, as we will see below.

Romanian exoticism, as mentioned before, has been studied mostly in relation to the
quest for national identity and with its various changes within a short century. Studies, such
as that written by lordachi&Tercsényi (2003) argued that there is an autochtonist manner of
constructing Romanian modern identity* °, opposed to the Western one, the latter being
responsible with mimicking Western institutions, social practice etc. If we agree that
Romanian exoticism is intrinsically connected with the identity of the modern nation-state,
then it would be reasonable to examine how the “autochtonist” and the “Western-oriented”
negotiated the dynamics of exoticism.

It would be also useful to bring to the discussion one rather recent taxonomy of
exoticism (Mihet, 2014)°. The author identifies ten types of exoticism, dwelling on classics of
the theory, as well as on relevant examples from world literature and Romanian literature.
Among these ten types, relevant for this paper, we retain “political exoticism”, “commercial
exoticism” and “identity-informed exoticism”. Perhaps even “economic exoticism”, in the
context of the documents examined below would cast a new light on the dynamics of the
construction of exoticism from “the inside” and via the discourse of a generic Western
subject.

Post-War Romania in the United States. Exoticism as Agreeable Ruralism.

In the aftermath of WWI, the Great Union of 1918 and the propaganda for a modern,
new, nascent Romania that had just gained its dignity and force in the region reached the
geographically distant shores of the United States. This was not the first encounter between
the two cultures, and previous accounts in the Romanian and U.S. newspapers show a

° lordachi, C and Tercsényi, B (2003)- “In Search of a Usable Past: the Question of National Identity in
Romanian Studies, 1990-2000, in: East European Politics and Societies, vol.17, no.3, pp.415-453

6 Marius Mihet —“Exoticism and the Openings of Literature. Types of Exoticism”, in: Analele Universitatii din
Oradea, 2014, 27-36, retrieved: https://www.researchgate.net/profile/Mihet-Marius-
3/publication/367328185_EXOTICISM_AND_THE_OPENINGS_OF LITERATURE_TYPES_OF EXOTICI
SMS_MARIUS_MIHET/links/63cc308de922¢50e99h20491/EXOTICISM-AND-THE-OPENINGS-OF-
LITERATURE-TYPES-OF-EXOTICISMS-MARIUS-MIHET.pdf
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mutually “exotic gaze” on each other’s culture. Romania was the archaic pastoral culture,
populated by shepherds clad in thick sheepskin long coats, playing their ancient instruments,
while the United States were, as per a series of articles written with ethnographic intention by
S. Cihoski at the beginning of the 20" century, associated with the dazzling and dizzying
modernity of New York, or with the violence of lynching of the Black people.

The changes in geopolitics, and the sustained efforts of the Royal House of Romania,
especially of Queen Marie, required, among other diplomatic activities, the construction of an
“exportable” Romania that could draw the attention and support of the United States,
especially when Romania needed a loan for reconstruction after the losses caused by the war.
In this respect, the years 1920-1926, that culminate with Queen’s Marie historic tour to the
US and Canada saw a sustained diplomatic activity in the United States. In 1920 The Society
of Friends of Roumania is incorporated. Created by William Nelson Cromwell, a famous
New York lawyer and professor, in honor of Queen Marie, whom had befriended, the Society
was an instrument of mutual cultural knowledge and collaboration: “(...) To perpetuate and
develop the existing friendship between the peoples of Kingdom of Roumania and the U.S.A
by promoting mutual knowledge and appreciation with regard to their respective histories,
art, language, conditions and achievements and, generally, by the acquisition and
dissemination of information concerning said Countries.”’ Although the Society functioned
as a corporation, with the declared scope to raise funds meant to help those injured during the
war, irrespective of race and religion, it patronized a host of major cultural events and
publications, among which we mention The Bulletin- Dedicated to Her Majesty Queen Marie
of Roumania® and the periodic publication Roumania; the latter appeared, sporadically, until
the mid-thirties.

It is obvious that the official propaganda meant to promote post-WW | Romania must
have offered to the U.S. people, and particularly to donors, whatever they did not know about
the country, and sometimes, it managed to create a space of continuity and comfort, an
agreeable collection of recognizable discourses, objects, events.

If we adopt Mihet’s taxonomy and brief definitions of various types of exoticism, we
may also reflect on his assumption that “exoticism should surpass the real”. The first
consequence of this would be that the exotic construction of Romanian for American use
bears some of the characteristics of the fairy tale discourse that entertains both a comfortable
and flattering distance for Americans (“we are modern, evolved, civilized, therefore we can
afford to be generous towards the wretched of the earth”), and a proud representation of
collective identity for Romanians, at a time when the rapid dismantling of the “good old
world” was decried by many (“we still conserve the habits and calm pace of a time that is
now being denied in the civilized world, and mostly in New York”). “Internal exoticism”,
equated by Mihet with its most famous literary representation, Madame Bovary is in our case
a form of self-representation for Americans, one that attracts the self-exploration on the part
of the consumer.

Many newspapers brief notes, or fragments retrieved from archives contain, beyond
the neutral recording of objects, attire, activities, events that carry a Romanian label and
mean to check the scope of cultural “mutual knowledge and appreciation” as stated by the
Society... do not fail to include a brief comparative sentence on the ways in which
Romanians, even still a mostly rural population manage to combine daily chores with beauty
and pure esthetics. Below we have several brief examples of this combination of “internal”

" The Society of Friends of Roumania, Inc.- Certificate of Incorporation and By-Laws, 1920: 1-3
8 Bulletin Dedicated to Her Majesty Queen Marie of Roumania, 18 October 1926, The Fischer Press, New York,
1926.
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exoticism with the “political/commercial exoticism”, so frequent in the negotiations that
occurred in the decades to come:

In 1921, The New York Times publishes, under the rubric “World of Art”, a note on a
Romanian exhibit: “The Rumanian exhibit that opened at the end of August at the rooms of
the French-American Chamber of Commerce will continue until October. The exhibition
consists of antiqgue embroideries in the Roman and Byzantine style; rugs, the designs of
which have been transmitted from generation to generation, embroidered blouses, dresses,
table linens and other things made by peasant women from the mountains and lowlands. (...)
In his address at the opening of the exhibition, Arthur Zentler, Executive Delegate of the New
York Branch of the Rumanian Bank spoke of the collection as visible proof that the
Rumanian peasantry which constitutes 75% of the population, while working in the field
during that portion of the year when outdoor work is possible, carries on at all other times an
industry bespeaking their activity as well as their intelligence and their appreciation of the
artistic and beautiful.”®

The strange impact of undifferentiated exoticism, especially that coming from Europe,
at the end of a decade when the ethnic communities of New York City created their own
space, with ethnic labels of all kinds, appears in a 1919 interview offered by Konrad
Bercovici to The New York Times: “Man is a sociable animal. Six months after | had landed
in the New World | spoke beautiful Yiddish, had improved my Romanian and French
considerably but whatever additional English had come to me was from my little friends,
children from Essex Street School. (...) The words ‘imported from Europe’ had a magnificent
selling capacity. When after many tribulations | had established myself as a music teacher,
the parents of my pupils declared their confidence in me because I was a European and ‘not
long from abroad’”.!® Even from this singular example we notice that America’s fascination
with everything ethnic, even if it was labeled as “European” made way for decades of
mutually beneficial exchanges of ‘“commercial/political exoticism” and beneficial
explorations into internal exoticisms of various types.

In 1922, a fund raising event for war orphans in Romania was organized by the
Society and honored by the presence and discourse of Prince Antoine Bibesco (at the time,
Ambassador/Minister of Romania in Washington, DC), his wife and his mother-in-law, the
abrasive Lady Margot Asquith: “The ballroom was decorated with Rumanian and American
flags and hand woven silks which were loaned for the occasion and were part of the fashion
show.(...) Balkan red was the favored shade and was incorporated into everything, from
evening gowns to sport frocks.”! As we can see, the chromatic exoticism, reminding of
Byzantine red, is displayed here in a diplomatic manner, which hints at a regional identity,
later to become a deriding manner of characterizing the peoples, cultures and manners of the
area, through a distorted and reassuring interpretation of the “internal exoticism”.

Without following a strict chronology, here are a few examples of how Romanian
artists that had recently immigrated to the U.S. were invited to illustrate the
political/commercial exoticism with a “subtle diplomatic touch”: Alexandru Seceni, who
travelled to the U.S. under a rather questionable diplomatic visa, settled in NYC and painted
the “St. Dumitru” Romanian Orthodox Church of Manhattan displays his art at an exhibit, in
1925: “A novel private exhibition of wood carvings and decorative sculpture by Alexander

® “World of Art: Exhibition of Artistic Photography”, in: New York Times, Sept.18, 1921, p.43, ProQuest
Historical Newspapers
10 Edward L. Bernays- “In Quest of America in Foreign New York: Adventures of a Visitor from Rumania Who
Found the City a Miniature of the Map of Europe and Levant”, in: New York Times, Dec.21, 1919, p.43
11 «Society at Fashion Fete: Prince Bibesco Speaks at Benefit for War Orphans of Rumania”, in: New York
Times, March 11, 1922, p.11
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Julian Seceni opened yesterday at the Waldorf-Astoria, under the patronage of Prince
Antonio Bibesco, Rumanian Minister to the United States, and will continue until May 10.
The object exhibited included jewel, boudoir and cigar boxes suggestive of Byzantine
construction, some with striking examples of rustic designs of early eighteenth century. In the
carvings, executed with fine precision, only the whittle could be used. The centers of the lids
are done in pyrography copying embroideries. The shepherds did this work in rudimentary
manner using heated nails. There are double frames representing the architectonic outlines of
rural dwellings and embellished with seventeenth century peasant carvings, while the single
frames have graceful lines and the bases present ingenious peasant carvings and other motifs.
There are decorative panels, including Rumanian wood carvings and pyrogravure, and others
of Byzantine fretwork, executed also in pyrogravure and Rumanian rustic carving, al showing
photographic reproductions of the paintings of A. Verona, the latter being removable. Other
objects are table and boudoir lamps with designs from old Rumanian castles, an amphora-
shaped jardieniére decorated with rustic carvings and pyrogravure and silk shades with
Rumanian original motifs.”*2

One only needs to count the occurrences of “peasant/rustic/shepherd(s)/Byzantine” in
the article to have an idea of the way in which the “domestic exoticism”(after all, the
exhibition displayed not necessarily art, but mere craftsmanship) was delivered to the
surprised American consumer who decided to purchase and decorate his house with the
artifacts that appear rather kitschy and excessive. It is worth mentioning that the “removable”
part were the photos after Verona’s painting, we assume some with rural themes. The
Western subjects can remove the content and frame their own identity in an exotic frame that
transport them in a forlorn and “rural” country.

There are a lot of other examples, culminating with the thorough documentation of the
Romanian presence at the New York World’s Fair of 1939-1940. With very few exceptions,
all focus on the archaic exoticism, of Romania’s rural dimension which was heavily exported
to the West.

The Bulletin

To honor Queen Marie’s voyage to the American continent, The Society of Friends of
Romania invited a number of distinguished contributors, American and Romanian, alike, to
participate in this book that was supposed to present a complete image of Romania and serve
as an incentive for fund raising and for raising awareness on Romania. A quick examination
of the “steering committee” for this project, together with the updated membership of the
Society list new names such as G. Cretzianu, the new ambassador to the U.S., Leon Feraru,
John Foster Dulles, D. Farquhar, along the old team coordinated by William Nelson
Cromwell, Radu Irimescu, and a number of Americans of Jewish Romanian descent, together
with people who espoused an ethnographic genuine interest in Romania (such as Walter
Littlefield), or academics in foreign service and international relations, such as Edmund
Walsh, then Vice-President of Georgetown University. 3

The Bulletin opens with Walsh’s remarks on the Roman origin of Romanians, as well
as on the almost biblical image of the exodus of Romanians caused by the barbaric invaders,
WW 1 included: “Our illustrious guest is thrice welcome as sovereign of a nation which is the
proud inheritor of the Roman name and of the Roman tradition. More than once, as history

12 «“Display of Wood Carvings: Decorative Sculpture by Alexander Seceni Also on View”, in: New York Times,
May 4, 1925, p.8

13 Together with my co-author, we researched some of these personalities in depth and retained information in
Mona Momescu, Eduard Andrei. Risipitorul de talent. Ilie Cristoloveanu, Pictor si filolog in Romdnia si SUA.
Paideia, 2022.
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testifies, this people, placed perilously between East and West, bore the brunt of savage
attacks levelled against occidental culture by barbaric and semi-barbaric invaders.”'*

We can see the here the stereotype of Romania as “gatekeeper” against attacks
directed at the West, an image that is associated, in classical Romanian historiography, with
that of a people caught “between empires”, always modest and devoted to the preservation of
its archaic, pastoral culture, as the core of its identity. This Romantic discourse resonates with
the mechanisms of constructing exoticism: the exotic is geographically distant and
comfortably different; even if it does not come as a surprise via a cornucopia of smells, erotic
practices, tastes, gemstones, it acts as a mirror for our “internal exoticism”, for what “could
have happened” had we not been located in the West. The contents of the Bulletin look like a
map of Romanian identity, with articles ranging from the queen’s brief memoir of war, to
very precise studies on Romanian economy, industry, law and medicine. Other contributions,
which are of special interest to this paper focus on “customs”, literature, education.
Obviously, the publication is illustrated with photos of landmarks of Romanian religious
architecture that also play an important role in symbolic identity (Curtea de Arges, Palace of
Mogosoaia) and of industrial plants that also created an economic identity of Romania at the
time — the oil wells of Campina, the steel mills of Resita. The visual ensemble also displays
photos of Queen Marie, and of some of the revered supporters of the Romanian cause in the
U.S., and initiators of this project, namely William Nelson Cromwell and Dr. T. Tileston
Wells, who held the office of Consul of Romania in New York. Paintings by Ilie
Cristoloveanu complete this visual kaleidoscope of an exotic, yet intriguing country that
deserves to be known and appreciated. The visuals are completed with scenes from daily life,
peasant life — a fishing scene and Transylvanian gypsies and a Romanian woman at work.
When it comes to the representation of Roma people as a source of exoticism and
picturesque, in photos and in paintings, it must be said that their exoticism and the fascination
they exerted came mostly from the “consumer” of exoticism, and it was well-supplied by
Romanian artists, ethnographers and academics, well into the early 1990s in the U.S.'°
During her American tour, the queen herself purchased a painting by Sigismund de Nagy (her
portraitist) whose exhibition in New York she endorsed. The painting represented a gypsy
caravan: “Queen Marie of Rumania made a trip to Fearon Galleries on West 15" Street, to
view the exhibition by the Rumanian painter, Sigismond de Nagy. (...) The Queen purchased
The Gypsy Procession, a Rumanian country scene showing a party of gypsies down the road
in the sunset. The reported price was $ 4,000.”

The rural/ethnic exoticism was endorsed by the queen and offered to the U.S as a
commercial, easy to access, agreeable representation of the Other that was Romania. The
queen herself acted as the Westerner that she really was, inviting Americans to learn about
Romanian culture and, possibly, to participate in fundraising for the causes that were
promoted through this form of soft diplomacy.

In his article from the Bulletin, the Harvard-educated journalist Walter Littlefield
explores Romanian literature in the tradition of the era (chronologically), and on two
dimensions: the international (models and influences), and the original, starting with the
tensioned Byzantine cultural model and continuing with the treasure that was the Romanian
folk heritage: “Then came the discovery of the mines of legend, fable, and story which for
ages had been handed down by word of mouth from one peasant generation to another, but
which until down to the middle of the last century had lacked both popular and classical

14 Edmund A. Walsh- “Cedant Arma Togue”, in: Bulletin..., 1926, p.4
15 Some paintings exhibited at the NY World’s Fair of 1939, by Romanian artists explore these topics — gypsy
exoticism, rural everyday life and pastimes.
16 «“Art Gallery Notes”, in: Star Gazette, Elmira, NY, Oct.27, 1926, p.5
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interpretation in written or printed words.(...) Basil Alexandri returning home from a sojourn
of years among the peasants of Bukovina and Transylvania published these rustic legends and
songs in literary form. The result was a revelation. Nobody had imagined the uncouth, toiling
peasant had possessed such harmonic and dramatic beauties of native birth and growth”’
Although the author discloses his source, namely the essay on Romanian literature by
Sherban Drutzu, he builds a Romanian exoticism “by the book™, as his essay invokes “the
savage”- uncouth, toiling peasant who surprises the educated consumer with gems of art and
wisdom.

A similar view, this time coming from Dimitrie D. Dimancescu®; this time the
discourse dismantles the negative, or paternalistic construction of Romanian exoticism,
opting for a neutral, almost ethnographic recording of ,,some of our customs”, which, as a
Romanian who studies in the U.S. and was recruited in the diplomatic corps, he probably
needed to explain, present and play up for various interests: “They say Roumanians are
superstitious, but those who know us better realize our customs are not the result of
superstitious ignorance but of faithful observance of deep rooted traditions made sacred by
the centuries and handed down from generation to generation by our forefathers. (...) when
travelers, rushing through Roumania, speak of us as a nation far behind the trend of
civilization, we can afford to smile at them. Why should we crave an artificial life, which
would take away from us our souls?”’*°

In this case, the author is playing with the comfortable distance that creates exoticism,
and, with diplomatic finesse, turns it into a rhetorical question that function as an answer to
all the possible ,.exoticisms” that would have represented Romania as a collection of folk
attire, strange customs, strange food, recognizable to some extent through the
Byzantine/Balkan mental images, or fulgurant personal experiences.

And yet, during Queen Marie’s visit, the events organized by Romanian officials used
this peasant type of exoticism heavily. Music recitals saw artists clad in intricate folk attire,
and performing folk-based music, orchestras were made of Roma performers or of artists who
chose folk songs, as it were to happen at the World’s Fair. The Queen herself favored
traditional attire, as photos show us, although during her historical visit she displayed a
stunning Byzantine headpiece taken out of icons and Ravenna mosaics.

To say that, in America, this political exoticism needs a little reexamination from the
definition of Mihet’s taxonomy: for the theorist and critic, political exoticism, directly related
to the commercial one, may translate, in literature, as the invention of political figures,
usually ruthless leaders (the bad leader) vs. “our”, “the good”, or least manageable. In the
case of this exoticism for export, the political dimension should be completed with the
historic one- Romanians were oppressed, Romania is not as homogeneous, ethnically, as
expected through its image as a frozen in time quasi-peasant and/or medieval country. The
political, economic and identity-informed exoticism, all present in the Bulletin are
constructed, in a paradoxical manner from the inside and the outside. For Americans, post-
WW | Romania is an intriguing culture to explore, a territory to which they could disseminate
expertise in various fields; for Romanians, the exoticism that they perpetuated can be
interpreted as a way of negotiating the modern identity, and receive support, publicity and

17 Walter Littlefield- “New Aspects of Roumanian Literature”, in: Bulletin..., pp.70-74
18 Dimitrie D. Dimancescu (1896-1984), Romanian officer, engineer, and, per his own memoirs “an accidental
diplomat”. Founder of the Romanian Boy Scouts’, he studied engineering in the U.S. At the moment of Queen
Marie’s visit he was an attaché at the Romanian Legation/Embassy in Washington, DC, hired by Antoine
Bibescu, former ambassador. His activity as a diplomat and collaborator of the British Secret Service during
WW 1, against the Nazi, as well as his later years in Dimitri D. Dimancescu — Uncharted Journey, 2016.
19 Dimitri D. Dimancesco — “Some of Our Customs”, in: Bulletin..., 57-59.
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recognition, playing up the “agreeable” museum of surprising customs, rural-themed art,
while subtly promoting the emerging modern, Westernized collective identity.

Extra. An example of “edible” Romanian exoticism in the New York Times, at the
World’s Fair.

The New York Times documented the activities at the Romanian Pavilion and
Romanian House during the fair. Below there is an example of otherness in food culture that
drew the attention of journalists: on May 26 1939 the Romanian restaurant opens at the fair,
an event which is soon followed by a food review, on May, 28, which leads to the conclusion
that beans are “Romania’s staple dish”, although a detailed later review has the author
“succumb to a Balkan lure”: “The dining room is a cool spot, with an expansive white ceiling
and much crimson and gold in the decorations. Altogether the effect is pretty heady, although
in an unrestrained Balkan way.”%°

Conclusions

In the aftermath of WW I, Romania engaged in a long quest for international visibility
in the United States. In order to accomplish this, it created an inventory of “cultural goods for
export” that perpetuated the construct based on a folk/ethnographic image of Romania, as
well as on a regional exoticism (“Balkan”); this exotic/original construct was used when
“writing” the Romanian history as a cultural good for export, sometimes by non-Romanian
authors. The cultural propaganda that began at the highest levels (the Royal House of
Romania, diplomatic circles, ethnologists, sociologists) proved its effectiveness well beyond
the interwar age: even today, the rural/folk/agreeable Other is used constantly in intercultural
communication and Romanian “self-representation”.
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