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ROMANIAN-RUSSIAN
POLITICO-DIPLOMATIC RELATIONS

(1878-1893)*

Our analysis finds 1878 as a year of change on the scene of the
diplomatic relations. Until then, the Romanian Principalities were the
object and not the subject of the international relations. After 1878, we
witness a change in the politico-diplomatic register, with obvious
advantages for the Romanian state. The beginning of the reign of Carol I
was under the auspices of the Romanian-Russian cooperation from 1877-
1878, which led to independence, unfortunately „compensated” by the
loss of the three districts from the South of Bessarabia. During the
following decades, the Russian Empire’s decision legitimated a more
obvious adversity in the Romanian society, being considered as a gesture
of treason from the ally of 1877. The moment of the proclamation of
independence and its recognition at the Congress of Berlin inaugurated a
new stage in the evolution of the Romanian modern state. The decisions
made after the Congress of Berlin opened another phase in the
international relations, until the outburst of World War I, marked by
numerous problems: new independent states emerged, new borders were
drawn, armed conflicts and uprisings of the population.

In this context, the theme of the bilateral relations of Romania
becomes very interesting. Strangely, if for Romania’s relations with
other Great Powers1 or with its neighbors from the South of the
Danube2, many works and PhD thesis, valued in the historiographical
                                                

* This work was supported by the the European Social Fund in Romania, under
the responsibility of the Managing Authority for the Sectoral Operational Programme for
Human Resources Development 2007-2013 [grant POSDRU/107/1.5/S/78342]

1 See, in this regard: Rudolf Dinu, Studi italo-romeni. Diplomazia e
società, 1879-1914, seconda edizione, Editura Militară, Bucureşti, 2009; Claudiu-
Lucian Topor, Germania, România şi Războaiele balcanice (1912-1913), Editura
Universităţii „Alexandru Ioan Cuza” Iaşi, 2008; Andrei Alexandru Căpuşan,
Evoluţia relaţiilor româno-britanice, vol. I (1876-1880), Editura Albatros,
Bucureşti, 2003; ibidem, vol. II (1880-1886), Editura Albatros, Bucureşti, 2006; Ana
Maria Vele, Relaţiile româno-franceze (1866-1914), PhD thesis, Cluj-Napoca;
Silvana Rachieru, Relaţii româno-otomane 1878-1908, PhD thesis, Bucureşti, 2009;
Corneliu Mihail Lungu, Relaţii Româno-Austro-Ungare 1875-1900, Editura Silex,
Bucureşti, 2002.

2 See Daniel Cain, Relaţii politico-diplomatice româno-bulgare în context
sud-est european. 1900 – 1912, PhD thesis, Bucureşti, 2008; Bogdan Catană, Relaţii
diplomatice româno-sârbe 1880-1913, Editura Universitaria Craiova, Craiova, 2009;
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environment, have been elaborated lately, not the same thing happened
in the case of the relations of the Romanian state with the Russian
Empire, at the end of the nineteenth century. All the more because the
understanding of Romania’s foreign policy  but also of Russia’s policy
in the Balkans, needs a good knowledge of the politico-diplomatic,
cultural but also economical relations between the two states. Even if, at
first view, this type of approach of the bilateral relations seems to be
disconnected from the restorative projects signaled in the Occidental
historiography, where, lately, the tendencies favor the perspectives of
cultural history on the international relations, we think that, in a first
stage, the factual reconstruction of the events represents a „starting”
point. At the same time, we will try to offer meaning and depth to the
historical successions, integrating them in an interdisciplinary discourse,
resorting to sources and interpretations ignored until now. The context
of the inauguration of the statue of Alexander II in Chişinău, the
outlining of the matrimonial relations of the Russian diplomats in the
Romanian society, respectively of the Romanian diplomats in the
Russian society, bring nuances to a world which we were used to see in
the rigid and dull key of the language of the cabinets of the Great
Powers.

There are many periods in the Romanian-Russian relations during
the nineteenth century on which the historian insisted less. One of these
covers the interval between the decisions made in the Peace Congress of
Berlin and the ratification of the Franco-Russian military convention
from 1893. The year 1878, the first chronological landmark in our
analysis, stands for the decisions which changed the European political
map and determined a regrouping of the Great Powers, becoming an
important moment in the evolution of the international relations from the
second half of the nineteenth century. After only fifteen years, the
ratification of the Franco-Russian military convention, repositioned the
power balance on the European continent and determined a new
perspective for the foreign policy of the two states in the Balkan
Peninsula. These are the time limits within we want to place our
research, although they will be inevitably exceeded.

The theme approached in our analysis is part of the series of
investigations on the history of international relations, of Romanian and
Russian foreign policy. The structure of our text reflects the thematic
impact but also the chronology in explaining the historical causalities.
Divided in five chapters, this work will try to reconstruct in a pertinent
and accurate manner the evolution of the international relations at the

                                                                                                       
Ionuţ Nistor, „Problema aromână” în raporturile României cu statele balcanice 1903-
1913, Editura Universităţii „Alexandru Ioan Cuza”, Iaşi, 2009.
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end of the nineteenth century, to enter the universe of the Romanian and
Russian diplomats, to follow the Romanian-Russian politico-diplomatic
relations in the mentioned period (divided, in our opinion, in two
periods 1878-1883 and 1883-1893), but also economical and religious
issues and the delicate question of Bessarabia.

In the first chapter, entitled Romanian-Russian relations (1774-
1878) we proposed, in the first phase, to follow the evolution of the
Romanian Principalities from the Peace of Kuciuk-Kainargi to the Peace
Congress of Berlin and the relations with Russia. We tried to present the
important moments regarding the evolution of the juridical status of the
Principalities and Russia’s position towards it, being aware of the fact
that these stages can constitute themselves the subject of a separate PhD
thesis. Another issue on which we turned our attention was the Russian
policy in the Balkans after 1878 and the implications the decisions of the
Peace Congress from Berlin had on it. We tried to capture the new
balance of power after 1878, the establishment of new systems of
alliance but also the new juridical status of the states from Southeast
Europe. After the decisions taken in the capital of Germany, the Russian
diplomacy tried to avoid, as much as possible, diplomatic isolation.
Even though it was the „great victor” on the battlefield, the decisions
taken at the Congress displeased the cabinet from Sankt-Petersburg. The
maintaining of the spheres of influence in the Balkans, where Austria-
Hungary started to gain ground, was in „stake”.

The second chapter, entitled Independent Romania and its
relations with Russia (1878-1883), outlines the evolution of the
Romanian-Russian relations in two distinct moments in the history of
each state. On one side, the year 1878, marked by the Peace Congress of
Berlin, whose decisions sanctioned an independent Romania, but with
certain conditions, and on another, the decisions taken in Berlin
generated sensibilities in the Russian side displeased with the
stipulations, given that the Russians were expecting more favorable
decisions. Later on, the year 1883 marked the conclusion of the Treaty
with Austria-Hungary which meant a new orientation of the Romanian
foreign policy, but it was also the year of the coronation of Alexander III
who would bring internal stability in Russia, two years after the
assassination of Tsar Alexander II. The way in which the Romanian-
Russian relations evolved between 1878 and 1883 can constitute, from
our point of view, a strong argument for Romania’s orientation towards
an alliance with Austria-Hungary and Germany. Although it was among
the first states that recognized Romania’s independence and did not do
this conditioning it with the change of Article Seven from the
Constitution, as Great Britain, Germany and France did, Russia adopted
a reserved position, in the second half of 1878. The Russian government
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needed only the South of Bessarabia to recognize the independence of
Romania. However, at the beginning of October 1878, the Russian
Empire granted to its representative in Bucharest, Baron Stuart, only the
rank of Minister Resident, a fact that dissatisfied the Romanian
government, which considered this rank to be inappropriate for an
independent state.

The Romanian-Russian relations between 1878 and 1883
were tensioned and marked by a mutual distrust. The outburst of a
Romanian-Russian armed conflict was avoided in the last minute, when
in February 1879 the border around Silistra was drawn. The attempt of
Prince Grigore Mihail Sturdza to create a favorable opinion for Russia
in the years 1879-1880 did not do anything more than to arouse the
suspicions of King Carol and of the political leaders regarding the
Russian policy regarding Romania. Another tensed aspect of the
Romanian-Russian relations was the question of war indemnities,
according to which Russia had to pay war reparations as a consequence
of passing of its armies through Romanian territory. In reality, the
Russian diplomacy used different tricks to avoid payment. Regarding
the proclamation of the Romanian Kingdom, Russia, along with Austria-
Hungary, was among the few countries that conditioned the recognition
of the act of March 14th/26th 1881 with the satisfaction of some claims.
By imposing the law „on foreigners”, voted by the Romanian Parliament
and published in the Official Monitor, on April 7th/19th 1881, Russia
took precautionary measures against the nihilists who celebrated the
assassination of Tsar Alexander II. Not even in the Danube „question”,
Russia did not offered the support expected by the policy makers from
Bucharest. The Russian government had its own objectives in the Lower
Danube, conflicting with the ones of the Romanian state.

In the third chapter, entitled The impact of Romania’s Euro-
Central policy orientation on its relations with Russia, we tried to
follow the effects of the conclusion of the Treaty from 1883 on the
Romanian-Russian relations until the ratification of Franco-Russian
Convention from 1893. The signing of the Alliance Treaty with Austria-
Hungary, on October 30th 1883, to which Germany adhered the same
day, was an important moment in the orientation of the Romanian
foreign policy until 1916. In these conditions, the relations between
Romania and Russia had a sinuous evolution in the first decade after the
signing of the Treaty. The Russian diplomats accredited in Bucharest
suspected that Romania was getting closer to the Euro-Central block,
but were never sure if their neighbor made „the decisive step” towards
an alliance. Besides, at Petersburg it was considered that the Romanian
policy was based on the antagonism between Russia and Austria-
Hungary, and in the case of a conflict between those two Powers, the
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Romanian state would declare its neutrality. The first moment which
tested the relations between the two states was the Bulgarian crisis. In
the context of the events from the South of the Danube, the Romanian-
Russian relations had a few tensed moments, caused by the movements
of Russian troops in Bessarabia, but they were solved by the
representatives of the two cabinets.

In the period between 1888 and 1893 the Romanian-Russian
relations get worse. We assist to the most difficult stage of the relations
between Romania and Russia, after 1878. The beginning of those
difficult moments was marked by the suspicion of the Romanian
authorities towards a possible implication of some members of the
Russian Legation from Bucharest in the peasant uprisings of 1888;
suspicions fueled by some testimonies according to which the Romanian
peasants could find support either in the son of Cuza, either in the Tsar
Alexander III. Besides, from our point of view, the arrival of Prince
Ferdinand in Romania, in 1889, ended the dreams of all descendants of
boyar families to aspire to the Romanian throne. The question of the
Russian subjects, politically solved only during a government favored
by the Russian authorities, the distant attitude of Tsar Alexander III and
of the Russian press towards two key moments in the evolution of the
Romanian monarchy: the regulation of the succession to the Romanian
throne in 1889 and the jubilee of 1891, but also the Jacobson „affair”,
are elements that contributed to that state of spirit. The replace of the
Russian Minister Plenipotentiary, Mihail Hitrowo, in the summer of
1891, too often considered by the Romanian authorities as guilty for
„stirring the spirits” did not manage to improve the relations between
the two states. Other two „questions”, the Olga „affair” and, again, the
one of the „Russian subjects” deteriorated the collaboration, already
fragile, between the two parts. The year 1893 was marked by two
important alliances for Romania, a direct one, through the marriage of
Prince Ferdinand with Princess Maria of Edinburgh, the niece of the
Tsar Alexander II, and a collateral one, through the Franco-Russian
alliance, which could mean, for the Romanian state, a close relation
between France, sympathized among the elite, and Russia, which still
had great influence in the lower class. There were some events which
entitle us to believe that the Romanian-Russian relations got better after
1893: Ferdinand and Maria were very well received with the occasion of
the coronation of Nicholas II, but also the first visit of the Romanian
sovereign in the capital of the Russian Empire, which would produce
both negative – among the allies – and positive – in the Russian
diplomacy and press – comments.

In the fourth chapter, In „the world” of the Romanian and
Russian diplomats, we tried to present and analyze the diplomats of the
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two countries between 1878 and 1893, in the conditions in which in the
evolution of the bilateral relations between Romania and Russia, besides
the political competence, the diplomatic one had also a key role. All five
Ministers Plenipotentiaries accredited in Petersburg belonged to a
certain social category: they were descendants of boyar families from
Wallachia and ruling families from Moldavia. The decision to appoint
someone for the post in the Russian capital had to take into account a
series of factors, political and administrative experience, and less the
diplomatic one. We have in mind diplomats who started rather late in
this field: Incur Ghana, around 40 and Nicolai Kretzulescu at 60. Some
of them, as Emil Ghica, owed their ascent to their professional qualities.
Others, as Alexandru Catargi, took advantage of political relations to
obtain the post. Also, four of the five diplomats had, at the time of their
appointment to Petersburg matrimonial and family relations in the
Russian society; so, when they went there they were acquainted with the
Russian political environment. Studying their personal files from the
Archives of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, in Bucharest, we could
observe that most of the diplomats had Law studies, exception being the
Ministers Plenipotentiaries licensed in medicine, arts of philosophy.
More than this, besides Iancu Ghica, all the other diplomats made their
studies in the capital of France, which can lead us to think to the
Francophone formative profile of the Romanian diplomat. There were
cases when the members of the same family were Secretaries of
Legation, class I or II, in the Russian capital, the brothers Emil and
Grigore Ghica, but also cases when the Secretary of Legation class I,
Alexandru Em. Lahovari was the son-in-law of the Minister
Plenipotentiary, Nicolae Kretzulescu. For some diplomats, the post in
Petersburg meant only a milestone in their long diplomatic career; but
there were cases when this post meant its end, for personal reasons, as
N. Prisăceanu, Alexandru Brăiloiu, or due to disciplinary violations, as
Constantin Kogălniceanu. Following their faith, we could observe that
some Secretaries of Legation came back to the post in Petersburg, as
Ministers Plenipotentiaries, as were the cases of Emil Ghica and Gh.
Rosetti-Solescu, while others refused a second appointment in the
capital of the Tsars, Alexandru Em. Lahovari, Emanoil Em. Kretzulescu,
invoking different reasons. Being subordinated to the Legation of
Petersburg, the Romanian Consulates from the Russian Empire were
established in key cities, where the commercial strategy of the need to
defend the Romanian citizens requested it.

Regarding the diplomatic representation of the Russian
Empire in Romania, only after 1880 we can talk about a Russian
Minister Plenipotentiary in Bucharest, given that the great rival for
supremacy in the Balkans, Austria-Hungary, had appointed since
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September 1878 a minister in the Romanian capital. The fact that the
post from Bucharest was considered to be a „trampoline for
Ambassadors”3 seems to be true also for the Russian diplomats: Leon
Uruzov was, later, Ambassador in Paris, Rome and Vienna, while Al.
Izwolski later came to lead the Russian Minister of Foreign Affairs, after
being Ambassador in Vienna. Of course there were exceptions, as was
the case of Constantin Moruzi who, after his experience in Bucharest
was appointed Secretary of the Russian Legation in Stockholm, which
was considered relegation, is the most eloquent one. The appointment of
Mihail Hitrowo as Minister Plenipotentiary of Russia to Bucharest
worsened the relations between the two countries, especially between
1888 and 1891. The decision makers from Bucharest were unhappy of
his activity, considering him involved, together with other members of
the Legation, either in the events from the South of the Danube, either in
supporting the pretenders to the Romanian throne. Hitrowo’s replace
from the post in Bucharest and his appointment to Lisbon meant
relegation in the hierarchy of the diplomatic post from the Russian
Empire. N. Fonthon’s arrival to Bucharest led to the improvement of the
image of the Russia Legation, even if deviations from the diplomatic
conduct still existed, the attitude of Nicolae Vlasov towards a Romanian
state official is a proof in this regard.

In the final chapter, „Beyond” politico-diplomatic relations,
we followed a few aspects of the Romanian-Russian relations (religious,
economic, the „question” of Bessarabia) which contributed to a better
understanding of the politico-diplomatic relations. At first, the decision
to include the Bessarabian question in a different context than the one of
the politico-diplomatic relations can seem surprising. Due to the
tensioned relation between the two countries, the „question” of
Bessarabia did not come to their attention at the end of the nineteenth
century. But there are different reasons for this decision. The Russian
Empire had no interest in bringing into discussion the delicate issue of
Bessarabia, especially after 1878, when the three districts from Sothern
Bessarabia returned in its competence. The policy makers from
Petersburg knew the political leader from Bucharest were discontent
about this issue. In exchange, we think that for the Romanian side the
question of Bessarabia has not been, at the end of the nineteenth century,
a major point in its foreign policy. Having a secret treaty concluded with
the Central Powers, the issue of Bessarabia could have been brought to

                                                
3 The expression belongs to the French Minister accredited to Bucharest,

between 1885 and 1894, Coutouly, and it is found in the memoirs of the German
diplomat Bülow (Prince von Bülow, Memoirs, vol. IV, Early Years and Diplomatic
Service, 1848-1897, London & New York, 1932,  p. 624).
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discussion only in the case of a war between Austria-Hungary and
Russia. Besides, when the issue of opening a Romanian Consulate in
Chişinău came, at the suggestion of the Consul from Odessa, the
Romanian Foreign Affairs Minister did not even discuss the question
with the Russian representatives, being aware that it touched a sensible
subject.

The economic and commercial interferences did not help to
ease the politico-diplomatic relations. On the contrary, there were some
tensions and the different points of view even with the occasion of the
conclusion of a new Commercial Treaty, in 1886, but also some
suspicions regarding the activities of the „Gagarin” navigation society.
The Orthodox Association from Iaşi, established in 1885, raised similar
suspicions. From the start, the association was suspected of filo-Russian
atitude, and the presence, among its members, of some persons known
for their sympathies for the Russian Empire did nothing else but
strengthens that suspicion.

We did not use all the documentary funds regarding the
evolution of the Romanian-Russian politico-diplomatic relations
between 1878 and 1893, it would be practically impossible. In the case
of some, „the guilt” belongs to the rich unpublished sources. In a cliché
conclusion, we could affirm that this work proposes another perspective
on the Romanian-Russian relations, at the end of a century favorable to
the national destiny. Being concise and upright, we will say that out
doctoral project sought to bring to light unknown documentary sources
and to metamorphose, where it was possible, and the hypothesis in an
accurate argumentation.
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