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Abstract: The present study aims to provide an objective insight into the problems and difficulties faced by 

the first group of Romanian students sent to China after the Worl War II to study the Chinese language. The 

group was also a part of the first generation of foreign students from behind the Iron Curtain allowed to study 

in the New China. The research concentrates on a study case involving two of them, meant later to become  

some of the most well-known figures of the Romanian diplomacy and research focused on China : Anna Eva 

Budura and Romulus Ioan Budura. The present research makes use of oral accounts, original textbooks and 

other relevant materials. The study reveals that the two doyens of Romanian sinology faced great difficulties 

due to a poor Chinese teaching method, but eventually prevailed due to some innate qualities and a helpful 

cultural and educational background.  
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       Located close to the Near East, at the crossroads of great empires, Romania as a cultural entity  has  been always an 

area of cultural confluence and frequently divergent political interests. This reality created a premise for a natural 

sensitivity towards anything new, coming either from the East or from the West, and massively contributed to the view 

that supported the idea of a so-called Romanian exceptionalism. This took the form of a love for the language that though 

Romance by its roots,  evolved into a complex blending of different influences. The political systems found at the north 

of the Danube with a foundation in the fallen Byzantine Empire were part of yet another piece of resistance for a seemingly 

unstable self-identity. Romanians were the children of a destiny that was very much decided by the movement of the 

tectonic plates between which they have managed to survive in one form of another only by way of compromise. The 

fascination with the East and the ability to incorporate those oriental elements into their own culture made the acquirement 

of Asian languages more natural , since that cultural syncretism was the very foundation of their survival.  These made 

them closer to the Asian influences than any other surrounding neighbours. Being and acting like the heirs to a 

cosmopolitan past facilitated the fruition of this inclination for language acquisition that was explainable through the very 

diverse cultural heritage of a fallen empire. The imports were spontaneously  acceptable  and the changing historical 

circumstances made them versatile and flexible. Precisely these qualities conferred  more resilience  and solidified their 

position in the region. After the rise of the Iron Curtain following WW2, history has taught Romanians one valuable 

lesson. Such sudden changes were not always catastrophic but provided with valuable opportunities that had the function 

of testing and widening their capacity to expand their horizon under dire conditions. Modern Romania was more or less, 

at least around the date of the first unification in 1859, a French dominion, in terms of culture above all, status embraced  

as an expression of self-determination. The ills of a centuries old empire, the Ottoman one, could never contaminate the 

Romanian soul, a soul that assumed a cosmopolitan identity, without  acknowledging it .  

       However, this identity was assumed not as a result of a  choice but of a necessity. Before becoming again the victims 

of their own past , as a consequence to the post-war rearrangement of the spheres of influence, dealt so bluntly with  by 

Churchill and Stalin on a paper tissue, Romanians were already active in collecting and gathering pearls of Eastern culture, 

studying Asian languages and trying to understand them, without assuming any colonial role or being politically oriented. 

There were no initial pragmatic reasons underlying this tendency. It was a marriage that proved to be both glorious and 

paradoxically inconvenient in nature. They always felt it as a handicap, comparable to the one felt by the offspring of a 

bright forefather who is not able to rise to the expectations of the past generations and to match their might. This handicap 

slowly turned into a complex that developed in time. Unfortunately, in many ways , their origin was a burden, great to 

uphold as a past ideal, while their actual historical setting was deplorable. This is a consideration that needs to be taken 

into account further in the context of their cultural evolution. Their struggle always  was that of trying to shed away the 

identity as a mere shadow of what they once were and to move towards a dignified future that can embody and incarnate 

those qualities in a tangible form.  
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       At least in the case of Romulus Ioan Budura, the former ambassador of Romania to China, this trait of character was 

particularly obvious. A proud man he was indeed, according to various accounts of people who knew him. His pride may 

have looked childish, but his arguments were always solid, forged in the context of the Cold War Romania, a country 

battered by historically recurring, unfavourable circumstances. His wife, Anna Eva Budura was an ethnical Hungarian 

and a staunch upholder of whatever she considered valuable in her double identity, with a love of Romanian literature 

and the positive  aspects of the Romanian culture. She would often consider, as per her oral account, her husband to be 

too proud and exaggerated in his love for a country that never learned  to acknowledge his human qualities and devotion. 

The brilliant diplomatic abilities and the vas knowledge of things oriental never impressed the dull leadership that always 

turned  unbecomingly envious and rudimental. They both were part of a group of Romanian students, alongside three 

other students, Toni Radian, Maria Comănescu and Leonin Vasilescu, the first ever to set foot on Chinese soil with the 

purpose of language study. The career ahead of them was to be conditioned by that first seminal step. The train bound to 

China awaited for them in the autumn of 1950. Beforehand they were camped in the “303” dormitory, a former royal 

stable,  close to the Dambovița River in Bucharest were they had started to have a closer acquaintance with each other. 

Those circumstances were decided by a Polish initiative to set a language exchange programme that would eventually 

enhance the mutual cooperation of countries from the Eastern block with China after the rise of the so-called Iron Curtain. 

This project started with the final Chinese and Soviet approval and became a milestone in the history of cultural exchanges 

between countries from the eastern europe and China . Romania’s case was a fortunate example and a successful product 

of that exchange, since Romanian diplomacy was to become essentially a bridge between the east and the west that would 

carry that burden with ease and tact.  

        Therefore, out of necessity,  in examining the materials at our disposal, there was a need to adopt an anthropological 

approach that required an objective observation,  without being tainted by partisan attitudes, given the fact that the author 

of the present study was a familiar and too close a person to this formidable couple, husband and wife. While collecting 

materials related to the oral history of those past events, the author endeavoured to adopt also a psychoanalytical  

approach, that can render more depth to the conclusions thus drawn. Personally he has been involved in a process of close 

observation and analysis while maintaining an objective mind in processing the informations thus received. The story of 

the Romanian journey into the realm of Chinese language study deserves therefore a rather objective treatment, that can 

be helpful in order to delve deeper into problems related to the methodology by which the Chinese once taught foreigners 

in China and its reception. In order to accurately grasp the psychology issues involving the fact of being literally “taught 

by a dragon” or his heirs, as the Chinese would often proudly consider themselves, some biographical acquaintance with 

the two individuals taken as samples for this study turns into a research necessity, with all the possible  risk of being 

criticised or blamed later for a lack of reverence. However, the reverence and respect can become manifest also through 

a scientific accuracy and the pertinent conclusions that may be drawn as a result. Therefore, sketching the profiles of the 

two becomes a foundational task that can elucidate the rather blurry, still remaining  unknown aspects related to their 

reaction to what they have experienced as students during their stay in a thereto forbidden “dragon’s lair”.  

       The Chinese conservatism was so deeply rooted, that both culturally and politically the historical cataclysms that 

befell the country could never shake the Chinese basic outlook on life and  the indomitable resilience of its spirit. This 

spirit was ingrained into the Chinese people by the education they received since their very childhood.  Education was 

always strict and the pressure on the educated was somehow unbearable. For the foreigner, the strain felt even more so 

and had an enduring and overwhelming effect.  

              Regarding the method of approach towards research during the present study, the sources  employed, apart from 

the Qinghua University textbooks used to teach the first generation of students, a university Anna and Romulus Ioan 

Budura were students of in a time when the organization of the language departments in Qinghua and Beijing University 

was constantly changing, the oral account of Anna Budura and the written memoirs of her and her husband have provided 

the essential material upon which  the author’s arguments are built. Whenever the author mentions the oral account, the 

material refers to the particular orally recorded (or sometimes unrecorded) content , part of his personal archive. Therefore 

, given this consideration, no quotation references are needed. The author assumes full responsibility for the accuracy of 

the information thus conveyed. The author was a familiar of the late ambassador Romulus Ioan Budura and the frequent 

interactions between the two helped him form his own opinions and draw his own conclusion that he tried to keep as 

objective as possible by relying on the anthropological attitude of observation that he was introduced to during his 

formation as a student in the field.  

 

TWO ROMANIAN STUDENT PROFILES  
 

(1)Anna Eva Budura, née Sasz, was born in Sibiu, a city that alongside six others was part of the so-called Siebenbürgen 

(the Seven Cities), as Transylvania was once called during the times of the bicephalous Austro-Hungarian Empire. She 

was one of the many heirs of that politically loosing entity after the WW1, an entity that survived culturally and continued 

to subtly influence its former subjects. Hermanstadt as it was formally called, was a city in which many ethnical groups 

learned to  live in harmony with each other and thrive, even during times of upheaval and political turmoil. Situated at 
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the very heart of the country, the city subsequently became the fief of the son of the former Romanian dictator Nicolae 

Ceaușescu.  

      At the time when the city came under the Romanian authority, the administrative changes lead many non-Romanian 

natives to live the place and seek refuge to countries that were more appropriate to their ethnical background. Some 

government policies, considered unfair by the newly declared national minorities, pushed some of the community 

members on the he brink of destitution. Following the implementation of those policies , many of them have lost their 

homes and fortunes and remained bereft of the rights and privileges they enjoyed before. Such was the case of Anna’s 

mother, who raised her children as a single and was confronted with many challenges that threatened her family’s survival. 

Anna Budura, according to the oral account collected by the author, recalls those days and the relationship between 

neighbours belonging to different ethnical groups with a bitter nostalgia. She was taught piano lessons at the local school  

and besides her own personal piano, her small home, which had the benefit of a spacious living room had to host also the 

instruments left by the leaving Jewish community members that left Romania due to the regime and policy changes, 

traditional orthodox in their ways, but very well educated. This is how she found herself surrounded by a graveyard of 

forsaken musical instruments. From childhood she had an affinity to music and her joy was always to play those musical 

works belonging to great composers, especially Chopin. Her penchant for music had provided her with a good foundation 

in distinguishing differences of sound and tone, helpful for language study, according to the account. This is how she had 

managed in her youth to acquire a good smattering of Yiddish, favoured also by her colourful neighbourhood 

environment. The German language came in handy to learn from the ethnical Germans that she befriended and that 

knowledge helped her to communicate unfettered by the narrow boundaries of language with the German students sent 

to China from RDG for language study within the programme afore mentioned. Being Hungarian and of a different 

religious creed , her mother never considered other ethnical groups to be different and she kept maintaining a healthy 

relationships with them all along.  

   For young Anna, Transylvania was a special world, cosmopolitan and full of wonder, that remained uncontaminated by 

the supposed flaws inherited by other parts of the country from the “sick man of Asia”, the Ottoman Empire and the kind 

of politics pejoratively referred to as “Balkan”. For her the legacy of the Austro-Hungarian Empire, apart from the known 

darker aspects, often invoked by historians, had also a positive, civilising aspect. Literally she thought of the Empire as a 

modern variant of the defunct Byzantine one, that incorporated many nations of the East and created the conditions for 

these nations to refine themselves and consolidate their position as part of a whole through education: “There were was 

no contention between us , although some politicians may have wanted something like that. I always loved people and 

appreciated what they had to offer” Anna Budura emphasised  during the oral account. “The Jewish people were kind and 

humorous. Romanians were also kind though poor and sometimes uncouth, but I have never judged people by appearance. 

There is so much beauty in the Romanian folklore and the later literature. I was reading Sadoveanu’s works voraciously 

and discovered that the Romanian language is the one in which I can express my thoughts better because it is so rich and  

Eminescu, the national poet, has done so much for elevating it. I can recognise no poet who can be placed above him and 

he should have received more appreciation from the part of his compatriots. He criticised the flaws of some of them. That 

is why they do not like him. A poet is like a prophet often unwelcome in his country of origin.” This remarks are even 

more interesting, since Mihai Eminescu through his newspaper articles was against the Austro-Hungarian politics in 

Transylvania related to the ethnical Romanians. After a few decades from his death, the new Romanian administration 

took revenge on the other ethnical groups  against what was perceived as centuries of oppression, humiliation and 

exploitation. Unfortunately Anna became a victim of these methods of retaliation. However, by a twist of fate she was 

chosen by the newly installed  post-war political regime to represent Romanian in an inclusive group of students destined 

to become the first group ever to be sent for language study in China. In this capacity she lodged at a the “303” dormitory 

where she was fated to meet her future husband, Romulus Ioan Budura. The membership of the group was determined 

though by a meritocratic criteria. She was, as her record would show, an exceptional student of languages and she could 

communicate with ease in several of them. Her ability to interact was very strong and so was her inquisitiveness and depth 

of inquiry. Likewise was her love for novelty and the courage to explore new intellectual realms. In her account she 

confessed that she couldn’t suffer people to remain ignorant and have always tried to bring new knowledge at the forefront 

of inquiry, making it more public and encouraging people to explore further and never stop or be content only to the 

conclusions that she formulated. Later on, writing for her was not a process of expressing herself  but of continuous study, 

that kept her mind fit and her body healthy, even in old age. “Nothing can make me feel younger than this. New knowledge 

is a true fountain of youth” she confesses in her oral account. 

    Anna would recall the days when she read Hungarian literature and poetry. She mentions in her oral account how hard 

was to master the necessary grammar. Although her native tongue was Hungarian, she still found difficulties in reading 

the literary works. The difficulty of the Hungarian language is a known fact. However, she remarked that during her stay 

in Beijing  as a student, the Hungarian students were the worst in their ability of mastering the spoken Chinese due to the 

peculiar Hungarian accent, while the Romanian students were actually the best and among them her husband was 

considered as the top one. As a conclusion, she was also seen as a student of good ability. A photo taken by some Chinese 
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surprised her while she was reading diligently, without knowing that somebody would spy on her at that time with a photo 

camera shot . For the hosts she obviously had both beauty and ability.  

     The happiest moments were those that she spent in the company of books. That thirst  for the written or printed 

materials was legitimate, since few resources were available during those times in China. At a later date, from school’s 

courtesy, only some Chinese-Russian dictionaries were issued to them and those were of a limited use, since what they 

needed the most were dictionaries to help them translate from Chinese language into a known foreign language. As per 

her oral account, she literally begged a Czech female student to allow her to use that student’s Chinese-English dictionary, 

but her classmate was stingy and her stinginess was bordering rudeness by rejecting her short presence in the room for 

the purpose of checking words inside the dictionary with a harsh tone :” Have you not finished yet checking? I urge you 

hurry up and finish soon!” For a student that never lost time and invested everything in studying these were upsetting 

words and a part of a somehow dismaying attitude, that made her sadly aware that she came from a country where such 

resources were scarce.  

    She would sit in the dark after the lights were turned off according to the regulations and with a pencil  would scribble 

Chinese characters as a way to practice writing on the cold walls of the dormitory room. Many a time she would join the 

other students, including her future husband in the common bathroom, the only place kept with the lights on during the 

cold nights of winter. This determination was forged against adversity, an adversity that was a constant in her life. “ I 

cultivated the resilient side of myself” she confesses. “ I wasn’t affected much. I came to be stronger as I always thought 

I am.”  

      She enjoyed people that can be good intellectual companions. She never liked inappropriate jokes. “I was always 

serious but I also laughed at cute things. To ridicule somebody was never in my nature.” Thus, Anna was often perceived 

as an eccentric introvert and misunderstood at times but at the same time she paradoxically had tremendous 

communicating skills and her tolerant nature attracted the presence of many people. She learned from each of them. 

Therefore in China her language ability grew by the day and never ceased to surprise her teachers who were too demanding 

at times. However, she only had reasons to thank them for that. Used to withstand pain, young Anna always took things 

as they were. Loosing her home and remaining an orphan while she was still young fostered in her the spirit of self-

reliance and self-help.  

     She used to read a great deal of British literature and she felt more attracted to it than to the French one. As she recalls 

details about her literature classes in China, she remembers that the readings included two novels of Lu Xun, the well-

known modern Chinese classic. She was able to dissociate the texts that had real cultural value from the ones tainted with 

an ideological flavour. Her critical mind, always present and sharp, constituted an efficient defence against any form of 

brainwash, remaining sound and keeping her reason unaltered. At the same time, her ability to adapt took the form of 

acceptance when confronted with an environment that could have been potentially hostile, especially that she found 

herself even more in a position of minority there in China where  foreigners were kept under close surveillance. She got 

used with the status of being a minority, being branded as such since very early on in her life due to her ethnical origins. 

There was no shock for her in being treated like an outsider. Therefore the pressure that the environment  exerted on her 

was less unpleasantly felt and the impact of a foreign culture on her was not as unbearable as it was for the common rest 

of the foreign students, bound to adjust to a novel reality that may have had a challenging effect on their worldview. At 

that time, for Anna everything was very new and she wouldn’t be too critical about it. She enjoyed being shocked and 

surprised by novelty and disdained stagnation, which she often associated with backwardness. The love for exploration 

and reverence of the past, for the ever-present memory of an old China at each corner of even the most obscure quarters 

that she visited made her discover inside a historian’s gene. She told herself that it is her life mission to raise awareness 

about the vestiges of such a glorious, insufficiently known bygone age. China was for her a spring of unending inspiration 

and motivation, while the Chinese language was the gate of that knowledge she yearned for,  an indispensable tool to that 

quest that she embarked on, much like a paddle that pushes the boat forward.  

    The quest, even nowadays, at the age of 94 seems to be still ongoing, since for her the past coexists with the present. It 

has always been so as she still remembers vividly her train journey to China.  

     The students, including her husband, were bound for the train that took them across Siberia to China. “It is like it just 

happened yesterday.” So vivid were the memories that she enjoyed speaking and writing about. She was aware that 

besides her research work, her life story and life quest may become a source of inspiration for new generations of China 

researchers to follow.  

   The old Anna in many ways is still like the young Anna, always humble to learn and modest in expectations, but high 

in aspirations. Sometimes she was weak enough to confess, sometimes she was proud and lacked transparence. Important 

is to acknowledge that all students need a certain amount of pride, especially while dealing with a difficult subject to 

learn. Pride is an indispensable nutrient for the daring and Anna was a daring student. It is this contradictory character, 

with two personalities bound together in one that baffled people sometimes, but precisely these traits combined helped 

her to vanquish difficulties. “Life wasn’t easy for me.” She confessed further in her oral account.  

        To conclude, it is important to note that exposure to hardship had a beneficial effect on her evolution as a language 

student in China. She learned how to withstand pressure and she was open to all challenges posed by the new environment. 
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For her , Deng Yi, their language teacher was a powerful example of that. She remembers of how the teacher sacrificed 

nights and slept little, only to produce the first set of those Chinese textbooks, printed in a rough and primitive manner, 

having little means at her disposal to be able to claim quality. In Anna’s view, precisely this was the spirit necessary in 

order to prevail. The love of comfort could dull the senses and weaken a person. For her shame and humiliation were not 

deterring but an incentive to move forward with an even greater strength.  

    In her autobiography she remarks as a conclusion that: “ Due to its geographical location, historical circumstances 

particular to the country and above all maybe due to the nature of the Romanian people, Romania was not among those 

countries that during the modern age would embark on a quest of adventure and discovery of the world (…) ” [1], not  

before giving a faithful description of her city of birth , Sibiu, a description that seemed to contrast with what she described 

as the Romanian people’s nature. “That city for me wasn’t just mortar and stone , it was a living being !” she would 

exclaim. “I grew up in a locality that bore the memory of the Middle Ages , where at each step I took I felt the 

overwhelming presence of history, in a multicultural social environment, together with the hardworking and perfection-

loving craftsmen, astute intellectuals, a society endowed with an ever innovating spirit, with teachers dedicated to their 

noble profession up to the point of sacrifice , there I grew up as an intellectual in its multitude of libraries and concert 

halls, the majestic cathedrals, I learned to respect the culture and achievements of other people by visiting its museums 

.It is from here that I started my journey towards the great Chinese civilisation , ready to accept and love it.”[2] .  

        This particular setting of the city with an inspiring past prepared the ground for her studies abroad. She grew up, as 

her account mentions , in the shadow of the legend of Csoma de Körös, the father of Tibetan Studies as a discipline, that 

started  his journey across Asia in a search for the Hungarian origins. The same pioneering spirit must have animated and 

inspired Anna when she left  her country for the far away lands of the East. What seems to be very objective in her remark 

is the critical view on Romanians, who were the victims of a history that didn’t permit them to become an “exploring 

nation” and by consequence somehow forced them to remain still a traditional, conservative populace, not open to new 

challenges, but instead very much frightened by any new perspectives or options. According to her, this was one important 

factor that negatively determined their trajectory in history. Their openness to the outside world, only out of fear, would 

sometimes become an insurmountable impediment and paralyse them. But for her things felt differently. For her, the 

greater Romania was a dreamlike reality , like the fruit of a wishful thinking, one that embraced cultural diversity and 

was dedicated to the promotion of universal values and she loved that idea of a country afloat on the universal ocean of 

knowledge to be explored and not submerged in perilous and narrowing prejudice.   

 

(2) Romulus Ioan Budura was to become the first post-1989 ambassador of Romania to China, a diplomat who realised 

the necessity of building communication bridges between Romania and countries of the Eastern hemisphere.  

      Young Romulus was born in the Ortiteag commune on the 8th of November 1931. He spent his childhood in the city 

of Oradea and grew up in a traditional Romanian family. His father was a very strict and demanding person.  

    The biggest event for him and a crucial moment in his life was the Hungarian takeover of the northwestern part of 

Transylvania in 1949, when he and his family had to take refuge in the South. Thus, at a very young age he remained also 

deprived of the home that he knew and the land that he loved , where once his life  found peace and quiet. Those memories 

would haunt him for the rest of his life, like an open wound that would never heal. Due to that event and the political and 

personal implications of it, the family probably wasn’t that happy with the idea of Transylvania being a “multicultural” 

land and there was a brewing animosity towards things Hungarian. It obviously turned to be hard for the parents to accept, 

under those conditions, the presence in the family of a Hungarian daughter-in-law and in the end things wouldn’t be too 

easy for the newly weds., after choosing to spend an eternity together, against the wishes of those overbearing parents.  

    Young Romulus was an exceptional student who besides an impeccable record had also a rather influential father who 

recommended him for a position as an exchange student, bound for China. According to Anna Budura’s account, his 

father was very very stern and strict and would often whip his son with a leather belt when he considered that his grades 

were not honourable enough to make him proud. A good student all right he was, but very much pressured and stressed. 

He had a mixed feeling of love and disdain for authority. The way he was treated during his childhood by his father had 

an indelible influence on him. Authority was dear to hold but hard to bear. It wasn’t uncommon for children to be caned 

or wiped in the traditional Romanian families, a fact to be acknowledged not only with regard to those days but to the 

present reality as well. The violent nature of the parents was a painful revelation for the children and in most of the cases 

great strength was required in order to get over it. In this respect, the depredations that took place during the Hungarian 

occupation of Transylvania added to those traumas. However, generally speaking, traumatic experiences, taken positively 

often can constitute beneficial factors in forging the character of a person. Therefore, confronted  with adversity, young 

Romulus became animated by a deep ambition and ardently aspired to rise above his own misery and plight and 

overshadow with his might all those that would potential harm his self-esteem. As he managed to rise above his father in 

achievements he would manage to rise above many during his diplomatic career. He was particularly self-demanding and 

worked harder than others to achieve his goals. His early notebooks that the author of the present study had the opportunity 

to consult, now in the custody of the National Romanian Archives, are a testimony of this trait of character. His 

handwriting style was particularly beautiful, the mark of a person that always paid great attention to details. The letter 



 

 

Annals of “Constantin Brâncuşi” University of Târgu Jiu, Education Sciences Series, ISSN 1844-

7031, No. 1/2025 

 
strokes were calligraphic and very similar to those used by Romanian intellectuals before the WW2. The capital letter 

“E” looks especially beautiful and it betrayed the presence of an artistic sense. This wasn’t reflected only in his writing, 

but also as an expression in his love of music. He was a versatile player of the accordion and within his circle of fellow 

students he had the status of a star-like personality, that attracted people with his manners and magnetic gaze. As Anna 

would mention, he had purchased the accordion against his father’s wishes who saw nothing good in the hobby of his son 

and feared that this would derail him from the more reputable trajectory of an educated person. However strange it may 

have sounded like, the accordion that the youth acquired with the help of his loving uncle was meant to constitute a  useful 

tool for his future career. On that train that carried him across Siberia into China and then to Beijing, according to Anna’s 

account,  he was trying to note down the Chinese language expressions that he heard being spoken to him on the train and 

not only that he endeavoured to write down an approximation of that  foreign pronunciation, but he also intuitively 

realised, before having any knowledge of the language, the difference in tonality. Mandarin Chinese is a tonal language 

and the combination of tones is important in understanding the correct meaning of words. At that moment, without having 

any sources of information regarding that aspect of the language, young Romulus took it upon himself and started to 

scribble down some conventional signs, invented on the spot, in order to mark the tone for each syllable that he would be 

able to distinguish during his interactions during that trip. The idea of this  practice and the conventional marks came 

across his mind long even before the invention of the pinyin system in China and maybe it is not entirely a coincidence 

that one of  his teachers was about to become the inventor of that system. It was more than obvious that his musical ear 

helped him arrive to a conclusion that was later essential in his language training. He would allow himself an extra hour 

everyday, after the classes were over, to replay the content of the recorded lessons in the only place such devices  were 

available, the classroom.  

    This endeavour yielded fruitful results. Young Romulus was going to become the best Chinese language student of his 

generation, a station that constituted a launchpad for further career steps, as it usually happens in such exceptional cases.  

    During the last year as a language student he was appointed an interpreter at the Romanian embassy in Beijing. The 

embassy already had a Chinese interpreter of English and Chinese but none of Chinese and Romanian, therefore the need 

for this kind of expertise was dire. His spent his time shuttling between the school and the embassy and he learned a lot 

from that particular Chinese interpreter, as well as from a driver with whose help he had managed to build his own 

technical vocabulary, since the textbooks that he studied didn’t include that type of information. Those experiences proved 

rewarding and in the end he would become a translator for Zhou Enlai, Zhu De, Ceaușescu and other influential figures 

of the day. His translation ability would become acknowledged and appreciated.  

     With respect to the Chinese language, in his own posthumously published biography he mentions: “ Few are those 

languages to have such a perceptible musicality, to offer so many chances to compose verses, so faithfully to be able to 

express  movement and becoming as the Chinese language; sometimes I am tempted to think that the austerity of the 

Chinese grammar renders to the language some virtue as a telegraphic message which can suggest an invitation to fill in 

what is missing from it in order to make the representation whole.” [3] Even within his autobiographical account, from 

the very beginning  it can be seen that the value of his musical education must have played a major role in his acquisition 

of foreign languages, since prior to the Chinese he became first conversant in quite a few languages like English, French, 

German and some Hungarian, an ability that allowed him to easily translate seminal works on China from French into 

Romanian such as Jacques Gernet’s “Le Monde Chinois”. The multilingual education must have been the result of his 

identity as a Transylvanian.  

   However, his Romanian ethnicity made him more sensitive and reactive to other ethnical groups that he considered 

oppressive. His struggle was one with a history of misfortune that unavoidably lead him to hasty conclusions and 

sometimes prejudice. However, from a psychological point of view these inner conflicts are perfectly understandable. 

Interesting is that he genuinely loved his future Hungarian wife and dared to approach her directly and propose to her. At 

the same time he lived unreconciled with the wartime Hungarian depredations in Transylvania and their outcome of 

loosing his childhood home. These conflicts made some of his attitudes look incoherent. According to the oral account of 

his wife, upon arrival in Beijing, the future ambassador must have had a cultural shock and he fell ill, being even 

hospitalised on that account for a while. She blamed that adjustment problem on what she thought that probably was a 

lack of adaptability, one that created also physiological issues and directly impacted his health. His entire life may have 

been tormented by this inner conflict. He had both a progressive and a regressive side that held him back. As a Romanian 

, one may surmise that he had that handicap of being an unworthy heir of a once thriving Byzantine empire.This type of 

Romanian pride, exceptional in its variously manifested forms, was always at odds with the realities of a shameful present 

that can never reflect the mighty brilliance of yore. The Romanians always thought of themselves as exceptional,  firstly 

by being the inheritors of the only romance language in the region,  the Romanian and secondly because of the Eastern 

Orthodox cultural legacy, both pillars of a much extolled identity. As it can be easily noticed  young Romulus, apart from 

being endowed with a brilliant mind he was also proud of his ethnical origins. However, being Romanian living in a 

modern world looked like being a nobleman forced to wear rags and turn mendicant. The past was too far behind to make 

that glory tangible again. Therefore he would stubbornly reject the present and refuse to think of his country as 

insignificant. What differentiated his wife Anna from him was that she was the heiress of a  more modern empire. The 
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clashes between the two were the clashes between worlds that once were part of the same entity, separated only by an 

adverse destiny and a different historical evolution. Deep within the Young Romulus an oriental voice was speaking 

louder. He could hear the echos of what once was an empire of the east. However, for the two Transylvanians , irrespective 

of their ethnicity, conflict always meant challenge, and challenge always lead to discovery. From this perspective, 

whatever young Romulus might have experienced, the pain and suffering, all ultimately lead to discovering something 

else , sometimes entirely different worlds. For him there were times of peaceful coexistence that he experienced with 

neighbours of different ethnicities, but he lived mostly in a Romanian environment and his parents were deeply 

conservative, a reality that would shape his psychology and prove to be a double edge  sword.  

    His idealism gave him more motivation and helped him overcome some harsh realities, but at the same time 

occasionally  made him unrealistic.  

   However, in the realm of the language study he succeeded to attain heights of excellence that in time became even 

legendary. It was said that upon hearing him talk to a Chinese one couldn’t differentiate who was the non-native voice 

from the two interlocutors. There was no flaw in his pronunciation. He would “play” his language  “accordion” like a 

professional and the spectators would always enjoy to listen to his “music’`. The way that he spoke in Romanian was 

somehow influenced by that accent and sounded very much like Chinese. His vowels would “dance” on tones unknown 

and his consonants would be gentle.  

    His demeanour would be in many cases reverential and full of Chinese acquired politeness. But deep within his heart 

he was Romanian and he felt that it was his duty to become the best. For him , of all the noble nations Romanians were 

the most legitimate in showing themselves as worthy heirs  to a brilliant past. He had indeed a deep sense of self-worth, 

powerful and strong, diligent and hardworking. As he was  studying Chinese, he would be taking many notes and trying 

to get the correct meaning of each Chinese character that he encountered. This can be seen from his textbooks on which 

he was recording the meaning of characters , particularly those textbooks related to literature or ideological readings. Life 

was hard for a student who had no dictionary to rely on. This is how his intuitive skills have developed, under the pressure 

of necessity. In that way, learning the language made him become more aware of the facial expression of his interlocutor, 

his gestures and the tone of his voice, his movements or anything that could reveal the unknown meaning of what he 

wanted to convey. It was not guessing or a game of chance, but pure study, a study on the body language and human 

psychology. The precarious environment that he faced forced him to develop new skills and reading people was a 

tremendously valuable one in that sense, essential for communicating, especially for a future diplomat and a future 

ambassador. “You are too transparent and easy to read. I can read everything about you quite well.your expression, your 

eyes betray you. I am no stranger of what you think in this very moment” he mentioned while entertaining a conversation 

with the author of the present study. That is why he may have appeared to some as endowed with extraordinary “guessing” 

skills, not being aware that behind his “guessing skills” was a story of poverty and lack of resources that made him so, in 

comparison with the students that came from countries that had more contacts with the Chinese culture. Romanians saw 

no reason in venturing so far as the Far East . They had no desire for trade since their society consisted only of a thin layer 

of merchant class that was only trading locally. They had no desire for knowledge or conquest. One may ask then if this 

was just an unfortunate attitude or a mode of existence that spared them from the blunders others are historically known 

for. Perhaps it is this very illusion of peace and content  that created the premise of transforming someone into a convenient 

prey. Romanians treasured their land but were never prepared for war, while always decrying the cruelty of it. Such was 

their self pity, that of  a victim that apparently took refuge behind some imaginary walls build by their Orthodox faith, 

the same walls that never managed to protect Constantinople from the Ottoman takeover.  

       When the couple finally managed to purchase a dictionary it was the Matthews that saved their day and that particular 

copy is still preserved,  in a much torn state. That was the very dictionary that Anna purchased for them from an 

antiquarian store, not before having yet another dictionary that she doesn’t recall much about. However the “smoke” of 

this torment was the result of a deep fire burning, a fire that glowed in the darkness of their apparent hopelessness. The 

depth of their being was full of passion for the written word and there was a strong ambition to untie the riddles they came 

across in language study. There was much effort invested into that and there was no way to give up. Young Romulus, 

apart from the language  courses,  had to attend a series  of events organised by the school. A memorable one that he 

recalls in his own biography had to do with the relationship between Tibet and `China , when the university arranged for 

the visit of the Tibetan high prelate, the Panchen , the famous Tibetan cleric that conducted on behalf of the Tibetan 

people the negotiations with the new Chinese authorities that “liberated” his country : 

  “ My eyes would follow the high Tibetan lama’s majestic exit from the gathering hall. After many years have passed, 

whenever I come across the Tibetan problem I can always recall that unusual encounter with the leader of one of the most 

significant religious groups at that time. Later on I have encountered the Dalai Lama also but I couldn’t feel much 

sympathy for him while I can say that I felt totally in love with Panchen, like love at first sight.”[4] This confession , so 

sincere and direct can constitute a proof that the ideological education was not quite effective on him. He had a more 

critical mind although he was a man of deep convictions and sometimes fixed ideas. But those fixed ideas belonged only 

to him. Young Romulus was stubborn but always remained an authentic person.  
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       In a photo that didn’t fade with time, the future ambassador can be seen handing his accreditation papers to the 

Chinese president in 1990 [5]. His gesture betrays that respect and reverence for authority that felt so natural. The younger 

version of him had perhaps the same respect for power and authority . That is why when the Panchen Lama visited his 

university he probably could feel the force of that centuries old tradition behind that important man who tried to mediate 

a dialogue between his own people and the new authorities of Tibet. What the Panchen Lama embodied was that presence 

of both secular and religious strength. This must have left a deep impression on him. Therefore , his profile should be also 

understood in this key. The young student, top of his class, was a person in search for power, no matter what form that 

power must have taken. In his memoirs the word “love’ was seldomly used while referring to any political or military 

leader. However, for him the Panchen was above the political or military limitations of a leader. His personality, complex 

as it was, obviously had the memorable touch of the sacred. Observing a later version of him, that trait was still there.  

   The old Romulus looked more like a spiritual patriarch, patronising but kind, arrogant but open to new experiences, 

patriotic but also judgemental, judgemental towards everyone but above all towards himself. He had since his youth a 

bisecting mind, realistic but full of lofty aspirations. According to his wife, her teacher Deng Yi mentioned how thrilled 

and happy she felt to be able to have the first student to provide proof that their programme can have a successful result. 

That student was Romulus, a person endowed with an enduring will. Given those conditions, she sometimes had the 

feeling that such task was above their possibility. 

   Things were too hard , but the young couple weathered well on the stormy sea of the always surprising unknown, an 

intimidating  vastness.Language study allowed them to plunge and find escape into a fairytale-like realm that would save 

them from self-pity and desperate seclusion.It is freedom that they found on the ink that bled on paper, with tears and 

expectations that were to be in the end brought to fulfilment. Young Romulus was drawn to his future life companion for 

many reasons and there were also many reasons that made him feel the company of other Romanian students as alienating. 

They were students of limited material means, but not of the intellectual ones. The possibilities that China was to offer 

them were unlimited and they grew as intellectuals animated by that beginner's mind , ready to learn continuously with a 

beginner's zeal.The encounter with any kind of new  knowledge was as stimulating as a love felt at first sight. That would 

compensate and lead them to plenty. The pride was also a reaction to the oppressive bondage of fate. He vowed to himself 

that he would not let himself ridiculed by any uncontrollable destiny, since he was so painfully aware of his personal 

potential. Therefore he felt often very lonely but he came to be understood only by someone who came from the same 

background: “ However, Anna Szas, my classmate that hailed  from Transylvania -Sibiu attracted me from the very 

beginning, the daughter of a Saxon  and a Hungarian , orphan of both parents, a graduate of a pedagogical school taught 

in Hungarian, having difficulties in expressing herself in Romanian won my heart instantly not through her shyness but 

through a constant need for support, understandable otherwise, as well as through her maiden-like appearance, her 

agreeable looks, her Transylvanian behaviour that combined a cosmopolitan style with an unmistakable regional savour, 

through intelligence and culture.” [6] 

     Ideologically, Romulus was close to whatever he felt as familiar. He would develop an emotional dependence on 

things, people and places that could stir passion in him and challenge him intellectually. China was such a provoking 

experience and his future life partner was part of that crucial experience. The influence that the Transylvanian 

environment had on him , the multicultural world, that he once was part of an empire, was something too familiar and 

close to his soul to discard. Imperial China in its modern version had the same effect. The stability of a well integrated 

political structure, the organised hierarchy and the dream of overcoming defeat through natural might, latent even in 

poverty and degradation were traits that he found as part of his own personal system of values, being validated by his 

cultural background.  

      The complex that he suffered from was related to the failure of the national Romanian modern age to correspond to 

what Romania  in the past was supposed to be, a successor of the Eastern Rome, the carrier and transmitter  of an older 

tradition that didn’t  die out but reincarnated in something else. Without being completely aware, or without 

acknowledging it this is precisely how most of the Romanians think of themselves and if not them at least those around 

that would remind them of that past through their ways and behaviour. One can chose to deny it, but sometimes would be 

forced to eventually acknowledge it.  

      Romulus was such a man who revered authority, might and power. His idealism would be lost in those provinces of 

thought that he would find engaging and grand, offering him an intellectual security and freedom from the surrounding 

mediocrity.  

   He despised the average and would admire only those that challenge his intellect, the misfits. Unfortunately those were 

also precisely the kind that would eventually disobey his authority and get into conflict with , such a contradictory man 

he was. But he loved the contest of wits, as he loved his wife from the very start. His biography is titled “A fortunate 

destiny”. Having his classmate who understood him on his side and marrying her was probably the best choice he made 

in his life, the most fortunate one, since in the end old Anna stayed with him at the hospital, taking care of him to the last 

hour of his earthly journey, besides using all  the financial resources that she was given access to , after winning an 

international prize , only to save the remaining days of her husband. 
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THE TEACHING METHOD  

 

     In the course of investigating the first teaching methods of Chinese to foreigners in China, the comparison with the 

capricious nature of the dragon seemed to be the most appropriate, as the Chinese themselves are always fond of this 

metaphor. In China there is a saying that goes like: “The dragon nature is hard to tame.” (龙性难驯 ). This remark can be 

true also in the case of whatever skills were appreciated in China. Chinese , as mentioned, perceived themselves as the 

descendants of the dragon, defiant and unfathomable, as dragon is described by the popular imagination. The attempt to 

master the language was considered to be the equivalent to something legendary, to a heroic feat, a daring endeavour that 

doesn’t exclude failure. “The Literary Mind and the Carving of Dragons” (文心雕龙）is one such classical work that 

makes use in its title  of the metaphor that references the dragon while relating it to literature and language. Without 

engaging  in building an apology of the dragon, it is enough to note that the ways and manners of teaching in China has 

largely borrowed features that resemble the character of the dragon and these traits had a very powerful impact on those 

foreigners that offered themselves to undergo the trial of being taught by such a creature, both whimsical and eerie , with 

a tongue so colourful and blurry and therefore so hard to master and tame, so hard to subdue. The language in China, 

during ancient times, had magical properties and whoever used it in a certain way was consciously undertaking the role 

of performing a magical ritual. The language had palpable effects. It could materialise ideas through its unseen force, just 

like a dragon would materialise on the sky, only to disappear into thin air when one would less expect. It was considered 

then as untameable, as some would also think of it, even nowadays. This is one reason why the Chinese consider foreigners 

as incapable of completely and fully grasping its essence.  

      For a western mind this attitude may seem like a cultural prejudice and wouldn’t be far from the truth, but not entirely 

so. In this respect, there is also the prejudice that only the Chinese teachers can teach the language properly to foreign 

students. The attempts  to deconstruct these views were not scarce. The current treatment of teaching foreign languages 

in the western universities has deprived the western academia of her own teaching staff, through imports from the native 

speaking countries. Non-native teachers and lecturers are less preferable than the native ones, who are embraced almost 

by every educational institution known to run such language programmes, with the related majors. However , the method 

of how foreign languages should be taught must after all be one that is informed by the personal experience in having 

first the quality of a student and an observer. Therefore, only a person that had the experience as a Chinese language 

student, professionally mature enough to estimate the nature of the problems involved, can truly help the student to 

overcome difficulties and reach a certain level of knowledge.  

    Interesting is that the first manuals and textbooks of Chinese were influenced by the early work of foreign missionaries 

in China. The Chinese didn’t have such laboratory of knowledge, equipped enough in order to provide that level of 

language assistance and the tools that were needed for a student to logically grasp and dive into the unknown that China 

at that point represented for those that tried to acquire at least some basic communicating skills. In Qinghua University, 

where Anna Eva and Romulus Ioan  Budura  had started their journey of language study, young Anna was given a textbook 

that was considered by a Chinese teacher as helpful to a foreigner for language instruction. This was an original of the 

work of Ferd. Lessing and Wilt Othmer, the “Lehrgang der nordchinesischen Umgangssprache”, a basic manual of 

Chinese norther mandarin dialect [7]. The characters to be taught were given in both the regular variant and the seal script 

calligraphy, considered to be helpful for understanding not only how the Chinese characters were written at a primitive 

stage of their evolution but also to be able to make the student guess their pictographic meaning and make use of it, as a 

mnemonic device.  

   The teacher that introduced her to the book appreciated this logical method of teaching and considered it as appropriate 

for the foreigner. The visual aspect of the language was always an important factor in its acquisition. In this context it is 

important to mention that the first Romanian students together with all the others from their generation of foreigners 

taught language in China have benefitted greatly from the fact that the characters in use were the classical , unsimplified 

ones. In this way the mnemonic technique of comparing different types of script was much more facilitated, since there 

was an obvious logical connections between all forms of writing in China. Taken these into consideration, one can suppose 

that the classical texts were much more accessible to them than to those later students trained only in the newly simplified 

ones, largely used after a series of traumatic educational reforms in China in 1950.  

    Worth to mention is also that the author of the present study has been a first hand witness to a protest of a cycling 

individual in front of the eastern gate of Peking University that had slogans written all over cardboards, carried with the 

help of his bicycle on which he complained against the use of simplified characters that he thought not to represent the 

true Chinese culture and to be more of a Soviet interference in China. He blamed the leadership for not reverting back to 

the old ways of writing, that were more representative for the Chinese identity.  

     As it can be seen this sort of attitudes were not a government propaganda but the product of the common mind. Chinese 

were and still are perfectly aware of their past.  

   At the same time one interesting and important aspect is that related to a protectionism towards the language. 

Sometimes,  having a good command  of Chinese is not desirable in case of a foreigner, unless he is totally assimilated, 
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marries into a Chinese family and adopts customs and ways that are basically Chinese. At times one may wonder why 

some Chinese that were long time residents in a country cannot speak that country’s language. This may not be the case 

invoked by many foreigners of Chinese not being able to learn languages due to the particularities of their own language  

that impede them to do so, or because of a lack in intellectual capacity, but precisely the case of Chinese being too well 

aware of the function of one language to remodel their ways of thinking. The language is a cultural product, and the 

Chinese language is even more inclined to be considered as such. Therefore the effect of consuming such product would 

slowly reconfigure the mental structures of the individual and would assimilate him to a new model of thinking. From 

this point of view one may draw the conclusion that a foreigner that doesn’t adopt the Chinese culture as his own after a 

certain level of proficiency in Mandarin can be a dangerous  rarity. This cases are indeed very rare and the harder the 

language to learn, the greater the chance for the foreigner to get “assimilated” by it after becoming proficient. This was 

the case with the missionaries in China. Teaching Chinese as a foreign language has been entirely an enterprise undertaken 

by Christian missionaries since the times of Matteo Ricci, the famous Jesuit priest and scholar (1552-1610), and continued 

further well into the 19th and 20th century by prominent figures that pioneered the vast field of China studies. The 

establishment of new missionary schools that approached Chinese culture not through traditional Chinese but western 

teaching and study methods marked the beginning of modern education in China. One good example that can illustrate 

the extent to which foreign missionaries managed to master the native tongue of China was W.B.Pettus, the principal of 

a language school that formed together with two others the foundation on which Peking University later on took shape. 

The North China Union Language School , according to an undated brochure was supposed to be the pride of Chinese 

missionary work and a proof that foreigners can become proficient and teach Chinese to a level that Pettus was very much 

praised for. Interesting is the description given of the teaching method employed at that time and the air of confidence 

that emanated from it: 

“The direct method of teaching is employed. The language of the class room is Chinese. No English is spoken. All new 

work is given out orally by a Chinese head teacher to the entire class. The meaning is conveyed by pictures, charts and 

pantomime. The class then dissolves into small groups under separate teachers, where the lesson of the day is continued. 

Later, each student retires to one of many tiny studies, or cubicles, with an individual teacher, and there the drilling is 

carried on until the perplexities are ironed out and new habits of expression are formed. Frequent and exhaustive reviews 

complete the process.”[8] 

This is a perfect description of a full-emersion teaching method that is at the same time accompanied by individual 

sessions meant to teach students according to their different capacity and inclination. This method it seems that yielded 

fruitful  results and it is very much similar, as we are about to see, to that by which the first group of Romanian students 

were taught  in China ,  having a good reason to be so. The prejudice that only Chinese can teach was of course as we can 

see surpassed by the level of excellence attained by such pedagogues as Pettus. The brochure confidently remarks:  

“The old methods of language study, which were dependent on rather obsolete text books and even less dependable native 

teachers, have been revolutionised by the North China Union Language School under Mr. Pettus ’direction. The institute 

has established the fact, beyond all cavil, that the Chinese language — long thought well nigh unteachable — can be 

mastered by the foreigner.”[9] 

     The Chinese, entrenched in their ways of thinking known for their old patterns, inappropriate for foreigners to follow, 

were from the start extremely  reluctant  to teach their own language and culture to outsiders. The sole opening was the  

moment of the communist takeover that opened a new opportunity, as a consequence of the new ideological shift  that 

took place after the rise of new geopolitical blocks worldwide. The only ideology that actually could open China was an 

internationalist one and that was very mush promoted by the Marxist movement China embraced and adhered to . 

Otherwise, the conservative trends in Chinese politics were very much motivated by nationalism, one that constantly 

made use of the trauma suffered by China at the hand of the Eight Nation Alliance that invaded it and plundered its riches 

in order to promote a hate for everything foreign (1900). These historical events, much reviled even today, have instilled 

in Chinese a natural hate of foreigners that was attenuated somehow during the Communist regime when the friendly 

countries were not considered part of those ugly and destructive barbarian horde that once invaded them and took 

advantage of that century of humiliation that the empire experienced. The political friends of China  suffered  as much as 

the Chinese did. This was understandable, especially in the case of Romania. It is important to mention that humiliation 

always demands retaliation and the Great Powers never took in consideration this possibility, for  such an empire to rise 

again and demand retribution. There is not even one Chinese that isn’t aware or doesn’t feel the drive to criticise the West 

at some point for the depredations that they had to suffer in the past due to invasion and the forceful instatement of a 

semi-colonial regime on Chinese soil. China could also experienced these forms of subjugation, that made the Chinese 

more ideologically sympathetic towards countries that fought colonialism, racism and discrimination. Romania was one 

example that had suffered a lot under the heavy heel of three  empires, while considering herself the heir of a fallen one, 

which was eventually destroyed by the aliens that came to take its place, the oppressive “barbarians” according to the 

Romanian communist and nationalist discourse, respectively Ottoman, Russian , Austrian , German , etc.. In this way, 

having such affinities, the Chinese somehow favoured more the  Romanian students, who were still suffering from a lack 

of  helpful tools for learning and material resources. They felt there were some commonalities worth exploring in both 
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cultural and historical experience. At the same time the first teachers that taught foreigners in the 50s were schooled in 

western institutions  and were  directly influence by the earlier missionary work in that field. Anna Budura , in her memoirs  

mentions her teacher with great reverence and provides a thread to follow this transmission of teaching methods .She 

mentions Deng Yi as a student of Zhao Yuanren 赵元任, mentions Wang Yuan who taught at Cambridge for 3 years and 

Du Rong who gained her teaching experience at the then Yanjing-Harvard University [10]. Zhao Yuanren was a great 

figure of the field of Chinese phonology  and many subsequent manuals tried to use his method that preceded the 

phonological transcription that is now in use, the pinyin . This pioneering work certainly animated those scholars and 

teachers that compiled the first Chinese language manuals for foreigners to be published in the New China. The method 

that the teachers employed though, with respect to the attitude and the management of time and space, looked very much 

inspired by the old ways employed by the Christian Methodist schools. Romulus Budura provides a more detailed account 

of the way that the classes were taught , how they had to rely on listening and how there was a long period of pronunciation 

training,  but unlike Anna Budura in her account he forgets to mention how the Chinese teacher would  come and 

individually engage the students each evening in order to check how they have progressed with their studies. This type of 

tutoring was a consistent part of that tool bag that each teacher must possess and it is very rare to imagine that kind of 

education nowadays. However suffocating,  this intensive style of teaching might have looked like it certainly had a 

positive effect. However, the difference that can be noticed as compared to earlier methods of teaching is that the lessons 

were also taught by using Russian as a medium, while according to the above description given by the brochure just 

mentioned, the initial missionary  way of teaching preferred the full-immersion  method over using any other language 

medium. The use of another language was considered   detrimental to the fast pace that missionaries aimed to achieve in 

language teaching, in order to get to that level of proficiency that would enable their staff to spread the religious teachings 

with efficiency and speed. Missionaries were highly motivated to acquire proficiency in the language precisely for their 

ideological purpose. The same zeal in a way later on animated the Chinese teachers, meant to function as vehicles for 

such knowledge that would enable that type of communication, useful for the new Chinese government to get support 

from abroad and become influential. These consideration were crucial for making such exchange possible. Romania was 

a country ideologically and historically similar to China and in many ways the language study managed to get the two 

countries much closer to each other, in a partnership that was to be mutually beneficial. Romanians had a collective mind 

that suited the Chinese way of thinking. Psychologically, they afforded much attention to the context, more than to the 

phenomena. Perhaps this is yet another advantage that made them adapt easier to the Chinese teaching methods.  

     The departure from the old missionary school in language teaching was marked by the employment of dialogues. 

Students were meant to absorb the language in a certain context that was committed to memory, as Romulus points out 

when he refers to the dialogues that he had to memorise after class. He found this exercise useful, while Anna , who knew 

German and managed to read and draw inspiration from the afore mentioned textbook that she received,  gives also credit 

to the old missionary methods.  The earlier teaching methods were described into more detail by a precursor of such 

discipline, an influential missionary and teacher who produced one of the finest Mandarin manuals of his time, Calvin 

Wilson Mateer (1835-1908). The way that he arranged the teaching material is critically referred to : “The fact that the 

lessons are composed of detached and independent sentences, gives opportunity for the introduction of a wider range of 

subject matter, of style and of idiom than could be secured on any other plan.” [11] Describing the method he also presents 

the supposed flaws: “The sentences being disconnected, are harder to understand and more likely to be misunderstood 

than if they stood in connected discourse. While this is no doubt true, it is largely obviated by accurate translations and 

by suitable notes and explanations, and is more than compensated by the superior opportunity thus afforded for the ready 

introduction of every class of idiom and every style of expression.”[12] However, this method was after all a classical 

one. The so called “readers” or “primers” in Europe were using it all along for teaching classical languages like Greek, 

Latin and later on Sanskrit and Pali. The method is used even today in the top universities of the West. The early 

missionaries treated the Chinese language with the reverence they had towards a classical one, while their other aim was 

to grasp a wide range of vocabulary that would enable them to communicate better and transmit their religious message 

convincingly.  

          This approach towards the language deserves a more in-depth discussion and a more thorough treatment. The 

Chinese paid more attention to the context, while the Westerns were more concerned with the objects themselves in 

teaching the language , a similar conclusion drawn also by Nisbett, that blames the Western attitude on the “Greek 

tendency to decontextualise”[19]. The Chinese language is a contextual one and like a dragon it can take many forms, 

being as much an aggregate as the dragon is (The dragon in his depictions has graphic eleements inspired by traits of 

different animals.) . For them, culturally speaking the form is important, and also the context as an “aggregate” of a  

“chance”. The chance as context plays a major role in Chinese thought and by understanding this principle one can easily 

grasp also the essence of a seemingly ambiguous language. The eventual Chinese ambiguity is nothing but the attention 

to a context, complex as it can always appear to be.  

         Since the Chinese language  is usually perceived as contextual, one may ask then whether it is possible to use the 

“decontextualising” methods in order to teach a contextual language. At first this can appear illogical but the principle of 
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the coincidence of the opposites can render more validity to the argument that, for subjects that require so, the method 

that can be employed needs to be one that has a bisecting effect, like a surgical procedure. This method of disconnected 

phrasal exercise may as well have that effect. Looking into the content of the lessons and their vocabulary, especially in 

the case of Mateer’s one can use his example of a textbook and compare it with the later Chinese published textbooks in 

order to draw  some conclusions about how a language should be taught. Since Chinese is rich in vocabulary but poor in 

grammar the accent  has always been on acquiring  a lexical baggage first and studying grammar along the way. This is 

a common feature for most of the textbooks of Mandarin Chinese. Simple grammar structures are always useful as a 

support for a great variety of words. Mateer also mentioned that his first lessons were adapted in order to suit the needs 

for slowly building the basics. Grammar was something that could be learned along the way, while the vocabulary was 

much more demanding. In order to understand the practical level that each method can attain, a comparison of the 

vocabulary and the type of words that occur in each lesson is necessary. This can be relevant also for evaluating the 

textbooks that were first produced in the 50s . In order to do this we have chosen the first lesson of each textbook. The 

textbooks taken as samples are “A Course of Mandarin Lessons Based on Idiom” by Mateer, the one produced in 1950 

by the Qinghua University, consulted from the courtesy of Anna Budura, a textbook that was meant only for a limited use 

and has no mention of a publishing house or any other reference on it and, finally, the textbook currently used by Peking 

University, the “Boya Chinese”, beginner’s level. With these textbooks covering almost the entire evolution of teaching 

methods one may get an idea how the language was taught and what are the advantages and the shortcoming of each 

method. The question that is to be answered is what kind of vocabulary does a beginner need to know, what is the lexical 

apparatus that can satisfy the practical needs of somebody that decides to study one language. Of course, this question 

can lead to some other points of inquiry that have to do more with the purpose of studying one language.  

     When we think of language textbooks it is necessary to acknowledge the fact that language study can have a precise 

given purpose. Language study  is usually focused on certain aspects of the language that some given circumstances 

require. For examples , according to the purpose of studying, some students can be more interested in reading literature, 

while others may want to become legal translators and interpreters. As a consequence, the teaching material can be shaped 

in such a way to meet the respective needs and demands. The compared vocabulary of the first lessons of each manual or 

textbooks can somehow provide with an idea about the content that was or still is taught. In this case some statistics can 

be applied and some conclusions can be drawn that may be useful to follow. The following are enumerations, with words  

belonging to the vocabulary of each lesson, arranged in parallel, in the order of occurrence. The traditional Chinese 

characters are used in all cases. We have attached the corresponding word in English that may not be  in the same form 

used by the author but still relevant for the content of each lesson.  

Lesson 1 : (1) the classifier 個, 些 some,  numbers 1-10 (一, 二, 兩，三, 四, 五, 六, 七, 八, 九, 十) , 人 man, 男male, 男

人male person, 女 female, 女人 female person, 先first 生born 先生 first born , 師 teacher , educated person, 娘 married 

woman, wife, 師娘 the wife of an educated person, 母 mother, female , 師 educated person,師母 wife of a teacher or 

educated person,學 to learn,學生 student, 字 character or letter , 門 gate or door, 月 month, 房 house, 堂 hall, 學堂 

classroom, 學房 study room, 錢 money, 是 to be, 年 year, 天 heaven, 禮 rite, 拜 worship, 禮拜 pray, 千 thousand, 吊 

hang, 百 one hundred, 小 small, 零 remainder,  有 to exist or have, 好 good, 好些 good many, 口 mouth, 門口 gateway, 

些個 a few, 一些 some, 大 big, 一大些 large number, 李 family name, 太 too, 太太 old lady, 老 old or venerable, 爺 

father or grandfather, 老爺 master or wealthy and venerable person. [13] 

 

             (2) 你 you, 是 to be, 誰 who, 我 me, 學生 student, 先生  他也她我們都這什麼書那筆.[14] 

             (3)你 you, 好 good是老師嗎不 我 學生 student, 她 she, 謝謝, thank you, 不客氣 no need,  您 you (polite), 留

學生foreign student, 叫 call, 什麼 what, 名字 name, 大衛 David (name) , 李軍王 Li Junwang (name).[15] 

 

 

Lesson 2 

     (1)這 this, 那 that, 沒 問 to ask, 學問 learning 音sound不 not, 聽 to listen 使用make use of, 筆writing implement, 難

difficult, 地 earth, 方 a square, 地方place, 落 to descend or fall, 落地 to fall down, 會 to know, 說 to speak, 官 official. 

病 ill, 吃 to eat, 飯  food, rice, 東 east, 西 west, 東西 things, 實 true, 在 within, 實在 truly 要 want, 開 open, 寫 write, 

實話 truth, 聽 listen, 聽說 to obey, 請 request, 老實 trustworthy, 窮 poor.[16] 

     （2）有 to have or to exist, 粉筆 chalk嗎 interrogation particle 本子notebook 僅 only 鉛筆 pencil 沒有 not having 

不對 not correct 對了 correct 來 come 叫 name 鋼筆fountain pen 報 newspaper 和 with.[17]  

        (3)  哪 which 國 state  人man 同學 classmate  來 to come 介紹 to introduce 一下 a little 姓 family name, 他 he, 認

識 to know, 很 very, 高興 happy, 也 also, 呢 (interrogative particle) .[18] 
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    As it can be easily noticed there is an obvious difference between the three textbooks, in terms of basic vocabulary 

usage. From a practical point of view Mateer’s textbook has provided with a better framework for the practical 

employment of the language, although it was meant to be a tool for religious use and eventual proselytisers, having a 

content in the first lesson that encompasses the numbers and in the second essential verbs and necessary demonstrative 

pronouns . This difference is more evident especially because the later textbooks are more suited for the institutionalised  

way of living, very much focused on words related to a student’s way of life and therefore limited in their scope. For 

reasons of space we shall draw only a brief conclusion regarding the other lessons that the author of the present study has 

consulted. The general  impression, supported by real examples from the lessons is that those textbooks that were the 

products of a labour inside an institution and not of an individual enterprise were less efficient in equipping  the student 

with the needed vocabulary and grammar, useful for exploring a larger society. Chinese in general were  more interested 

in the student to know only enough language to enable him to interact in a limited environment and carry a specific 

message that was useful in a certain sense, sometimes an ideological one. The Chinese in general never wanted to make 

Chinese a language universally known, only the message that a language can carry to reach the supposed ideological 

target. 

 

 
 

CONCLUSION 
 

      The method used in the textbooks that the first generation of students employed in their language training  has been 

particularly useful for the host and less useful for the student’s practical needs. This tradition seems to have a continuity 

to the present.However, the emphasis on pronunciation is a laudable addition to whatever content the Chinese method 

consisted of, since the way the language was pronounced is pa ramount for being able to convey the correct meaning of 

whatever a student is supposed to convey in Chinese, given the fact that the tones, aspirated sounds and other 

particularities are less emphasised in the western way of teaching, focused more on the textual aspect of the language and 

less on verbal communication. Orality therefore requires a more strict approach and much effort invested in mastering it, 

especially in the current international context when China has become ever-present and the chances of a direct interaction 

with individuals coming from that part of the world are increased. China has become important in the field of 

communication and the fast pace of the modern age demand a good command of communicating skills. Anna Budura, 

during her oral account given to the author, emphasised also how important are these considerations about the language 

when facing the changing world of the 21th century, a time when the Asia-Pacific region has become the place where a 

new “great game’ is about to unfold. The great powers are interested in the language as a support for information and 

information has always been a very sensitive aspect of human interaction. Chinese remains therefore an important 

language to communicate in for both the friends of China and her rivals. President Donald Trump’s tariff wars didn’t 

affect the orientation of the younger members of his family who have been studying the Chinese language since a very 

tender age. Therefore, the relation between great powers is determined by a proper understanding of the language, this 

making the relationship more manageable. Of course, China can always adopt the stance of a dragon, proud and defying 

or even arrogant, trying to make the culture and language impenetrable to foreign eyes and ears. The west has the duty to 

overcome even this seemingly insurmountable obstacle imposed by a political approach towards the language. 
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