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Abstract 
The following text proposes to demonstrate two things. First, the relationship of Romanian writer Ion Luca 
Caragiale with the critics over the decades is one of apparent addiction. These critics espouse everything from 
sublime adulation to unfair disparagement. Secondly, the article explores particular types of characters, the 
‘buddies’, whose identitary parameters are close mutual dependence, addiction to conversation and to the 
place where this happens, the beer or the coffee house. Both hypotheses refute the grim predictions regarding 
a potential lack of endurance and the charge of having penned works of destructive satire, attacking the 
Romanian people and their country. Therefore, the first half of my paper will offer a review of literary 
critiques, while the second half will analyze, through the comparative method, “Amicii”, “Lache şi Mache”, 
“Amicul X” “Situaţiune”, and “O lacună”, five works of fiction that offer a typology of ‘buddies’. This will 
hopefully prove that Caragiale was not ‘anti-Romanian’, a ‘rascal’ or ‘laughing with cruelty’, but, on the 
contrary, was a ‘wise, good and ironic’ observer of human nature.  
 
Keywordrs: Caragiale, irony, buddies, conversation, coffee house, beer house 

 
 
Introduction: Ion Luca Caragiale

1
 and His Critics 

When one encounters Caragiale’s work, one experiences a multitude of feelings from the 
‘pleasure of the text’ to  the great responsibility of interpreting him, a responsibility which leads one 
to wonder what relation Caragiale had to his writing. He expressed this categorically more than 
once: 

 
Spin, therefore, your pen ten times in the ink until you write a word and, after you have written it, 
think one hundred times if you do not need to delete it, not for the love of style, but for fear of 
danger.  
Whenever something that has burdened your soul, either by causing it too much joy, or too much 
pain, sparkles in your mind—quickly delete that spark which may kindle a fire in your head.  
Kindly delete the lines you feel would appeal to a lot of people, offending those powerful few—and 
replace them with the most vapid commonplace, and be careful even then not to wander off the 
amicable sound of sacred banality. 
Good advice... 
But this is very easy for some, and very hard for others. 
No matter how reasonable you may want to be, you may still go wrong (III:837) (my translation)2 

 

If Caragiale himself experienced such anxieties during the laborious process of writing, imagine 
someone else looking into his texts, faced with the legacy of a huge body of exegesis. Comprising the 
bibliography of I. L. Caragiale, are two volumes containing more than one hundred pages and these 
were published twenty years ago—coordinated by Marin Bucur. Any attempt towards an exhaustive 
study, becomes, therefore, metaphorically speaking, suicidal, this leading us towards making the 

                                                
1
 1852-1912, Romanian playwright, short story writer, poet, theater manager, political commentator and 

journalist from South Romania (Wallachia) 
2
 This article treats a Romanian author and a Romanian context, not translated before. Therefore all 

quotations from Caragiale and from its critics, as well as the names of Romanian journals, plays, etc. are our 
translations from Romanian. (editor’s note) 
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appropriate selections. One can then demonstrate, as this article hopes to do, through the idea of 
‘dependence’ or ‘addiction’, that despite the multitude of past approaches, Caragiale can still be 
analyzed in new ways. His work behaving almost like a living being, can adjust to various 
interpretations, providing the critics with resources that could justify a positive answer to a 
potentially leading question, namely, ‘Caragiale? Again?’. 

Caragiale research covers a vast territory from the nineteenth century up until today no one can 
ignore. Names such as Titu Maiorescu or Constantin Dobrogeanu Gherea, Paul Zarifopol, Garabet 
Ibrăileanu, Eugen Lovinescu, Tudor Vianu, George Călinescu or Şerban Cioculescu.3 Of the the 
younger generation, we have Alexandru Dragomir, Silvian Iosifescu, Alexandru George, Ştefan 
Cazimir, Eugen Simion, Mircea Tomuş, Nicolae Manolescu, Mircea Iorgulescu, Florin Manolescu, 
Alexandru Călinescu, to Gelu Negrea, Dan C. Mihăilescu, Ioana Pârvulescu and Angelo Mitchievici.4 
This is to mention only the most important names in a much longer list of critics who could not help 
but somehow approach Caragiale.  

It is no news that his work and its aesthetic value were and are judged in very contradictory 
terms. Caragiale benefited from laudatory reviews and endured severe critiques, maybe more than 
any other Romanian writer. From soft criticism to genuine disparagement, critics whose names were 
soon forgotten or famous, reproached him for the precariousness of his work and predicted its near 
death. Time has proved the opposite and yet, it has not spared the author from the doubt that made 
many critics wonder to what extent Caragiale was and is a great writer whose literature is able not 
only to pass the national or regional-Balkanic test, but also to earn an universal passport.  
 

*** 
 
I will start my review with Angelo Mitchievici who is, perhaps, the most relevant example of a 

contemporary rereading. In his Caragiale după Caragiale. Arcanele interpretării: exagerări, 
deformări, excese (2014) (Caragiale After Caragiale. The Secrets of Interpretation: Exaggerations, 
Distortions, Excesses), he identifies four types of ’looking’ at Caragiale’s universe, highlighting the 
distortions specific to each: 

                                                
3
 Titu Maiorescu: 1840-1917, literary critic and politician, founder of the Junimea Society (put the basis of the 

Romanian modern culture through scientific papers and essays, criticizing the idea of importing foreign 
institutions without the proper Romanian foundation); Constantin Dobrogeanu Gherea: 1855-1920, Marxist 
theorist, politician, sociologist, literary critic and journalist; Paul Zarifopol: 1874-1934, literary and social critic, 
essayist and literary historian; Garabet Ibrăileanu: 1871-1936, literary critic and theorist, writer, translator, 
sociologist and university professor; Eugen Lovinescu: 1874-1943, modernist literary historian, literary critic, 
novelist and member of the Romanian Academy; Tudor Vianu: 1898-1964, literary critic, poet, philosopher, 
member of the Romanian Academy and translator; George Călinescu: 1889-1965, literary critic, historian, 
novelist, journalist and writer, member of the Romanian Academy, famous for his Istoria literaturii române de 
la origini până în prezent [The History of Romanian Literature from its Origins until Today]; Şerban Cioculescu: 

1902-1988, literary critic, literary historian, journalist, university professor. 
4
 Alexandru Dragomir: 1916-2002, philosopher; Silvian Iosifescu: 1917-2006, literary critic, educator, 

translator, university professor; Alexandru George: 1930-2012, literary critic, literary historian, translator, 
writer; Ştefan Cazimir: 1932-, literary critic, literary historian, university professor; Eugen Simion: 1933-, 
literary critic, literary historian, editor, university professor, former President of the Romanian Academy; 
Mircea Tomuş: 1934-, literary critic and historian; Nicolae Manolescu: 1939-, literary critic, member of the 
Romanian Academy, university professor, author of more than fourty volumes on Romanian literature, the 
most important among them O istorie critică a literaturii române [A Critical History of Romanian Literature]; 
Mircea Iorgulescu: 1943-2011, literary critic and essayist, permanent collaborator of the Paris Office, editor, 
adjunct of Europa Liberă, the Romanian branch; Florin Manolescu: 1943-2015, literary critic, literary historian, 
writer; Alexandru Călinescu: 1945-, literary critic; Gelu Negrea: 1945-, literary critic, literary historian, writer, 
theater director, journalist; Dan C. Mihăilescu: 1953-, literary critic and historian; Ioana Pârvulescu: 1960-, 
university professor, writer; Angelo Mitchievici: 1972-, literary critic, writer, essayist, university professor.  
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First of all, we have a Caragiale used as ”anti-totalitarian instrument” not only by literary critics 
such as Mircea Iorgulescu (1994), but also by people from the theater and film industries who used 
the Greek or Latin tragedians or Shakespeare in the same way, as generous sources enabling them to 
sanction the Communist ideology. Mitchievici evokes here the theater director Liviu Ciulei and the 
movie director Lucian Pintilie. The latter, in his dystopia De ce trag clopotele, Mitică? (Why Are the 
Bells Ringing, Mitică?) makes a cinematographic synthesis of Caragiale’s work placed under the sign 
of an ugliness not characteristic [of it] at all. To these forcefully-actualizing reading perspectives, as a 
panacea of communist history, Mitchievici opposes Nicolae Manolescu (2008) who considers the 
efforts to update Caragiale at any cost as going too far from the work itself, a protean [body of] 
work, one might add, in no need of such changes. (Mitchievici 11-12) 

Then, there is a Caragiale turned into an ”ideologic and dialectic instrument, propagandistic 
material”, presented as such during the 1950s when literary critique and theory produced deep 
genetic alterations in his work, reading it through lenses totally unrelated to the literary texts under 
analysis. Poor arguments have, however, made the names of such critics and literary historians, pass 
into oblivion. (Mitchievici 12) 

Thirdly, there is a Caragiale perceived as a “Romanian Molière”, stripped of Caragialism which is, 
of course, an exaggeration on the part of Radu Stanca and Ion Negoiţescu, and so is the Christian-
Orthodox reading of Nicolae Steinhardt (Mitchievici 12-13). 

Finally, there is also the Caragiale of those who “want to cure us of Caragiale, or, rather, of 
Caragialism in excess, by naturally submitting its work to aesthetic analysis and by putting it back 
into the context of its own literature and culture” (Mitchievici 13-14) (original emphasis). Famous 
names belong to this last trend, among these are Monica Lovinescu, Nicolae Manolescu, Gelu 
Negrea, Alexandru Dragomir and Dan C. Mihăilescu, while Mitchievici himself argues in favor of the 
return to the work itself and of taking it over with all the openness only a genius like Caragiale may 
offer.  

If we consider these possible approaches, we can see a Caragiale ‘contemporary by default’, 
which makes Mitchievici wonder about the definitions of the word ‘contemporary’. In his attempt to 
explain it, the author starts from the DEX [Romanian Explanatory Dictionary] that sends the reader 
to the idea of actuality and modernity: “’The contemporary’ is an actual and a modern and is thus 
opposed to the outdated, the obsolete, to that which has gone out of use; it is anachronic. The 
contemporary is ‘a human being of his/her own time, a modern person who lives the tension of the 
novelty in its entirety’” (Mitchievici 22). 

If we accept this definition, it seems obvious that calling Caragiale ‘our contemporary’, as Jan Kott 
called Shakespeare, does not relate to time, but to identity, to what Mitchievici sees as “the 
contemporaneity effect” (Mitchievici 22). This, in turn, seems to have been caused by some 
unnatural data transfer from the literary work to reality, leading to the argument in favor of not 
mixing the criteria of analysis, since literature needs to be judged from an aesthetic point of view, 
while the real world must be the object of sociologists and historians, who rely on the detailed 
research of facts, events and documents.  

Therefore, such a statement as ‘the Romanian identity is a Caragialian one’ is a total socio-
historical fake. We can, however, speak of an identity of the characters of Caragiale’s world. We will 
approach this type in the second part of this text, even while accepting the immensity of such a 
subject that, in spite of any meticulous research, pushes one towards omissions that weaken the 
border between scientific work and essay-writing.  

And, although the work cannot be identified with the reality in which it was created, one still 
needs to consider the time of its production. There is, I argue, a difference between its capability of 
endurance, which is what gives it value, and monstrous-forced updates. Caragiale remains in the 
history of literature as belonging to classicism, excelling in the satirical genre; any reproach that 
ignores this reality is null and void. And yet it happened quite often. Especially in his own times, 
Caragiale was not received with open arms by a developing society, the petty Romanian young 
bourgeoisie at the end of the nineteenth century perceiving him as an enemy: 
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The comedies introduced, in time, into the National Theater repertory were never on continuously. 
The most popular among them, Scrisoarea Pierdută had one hundred performances in thirty-two 
years (1884-1916). D-ale carnavalului was hissed at the opening night. O noapte furtunoasă was taken 
out of the repetoire after a few performances. Schiţele and Momentele did not sell well immediately. 
(Cioculescu 411)  

 
Cioculescu, who considers Caragiale one of the “living classics of our literature” (392), which time 

has confirmed, identifies four reasons for some anti-Caragiale voices in the field of literary critique 
and history, in his own time. In the chapter “Detractorii lui Caragiale” (“Caragiale’s Disparagers”) 
(391-424) he notes Caragiale’s rejection by the Romanian Academy, the adversity of the Liberal 
ideology, through Junimea5, a school reluctant to promote Caragiale’s work due its alleged satiric 
“amorality”, and last but not least, the hostile reception on the part of the immature petty bourgeois 
public, incapable of self-irony and self-critique.  

The leading speaker of the Romanian Academy in terms of rejection was, surprisingly enough, a 
highly cultivated man: Bogdan Petriceicu-Haşdeu6. He was the one who expressed the Romanian 
Academy’s decision to deny Caragiale an award, in 1891, for a volume comprising his comedies. The 
latter was accused of anti-nationalism, manifested through writing only about the Romanian 
society’s lack of morality. But is satire meant to be a school of good manners praising the good and 
the beautiful? Does it not actually cultivate them by “exposing” their violation? Haşdeu was 
supported by Gheorghe Sion and Dimitrie A. Sturdza,7 and Caragiale was defended by Iacob 
Negruzzi, the director of Convorbiri literare (Literary Talks), delegate of Junimea and Titu Maiorescu’s 
representative. In fact, the Liberal regime used Caragiale in this context to attack the Conservative 
Junimea indirectly, to whom the author belonged from a literary point of view, libeling being a 
favorite mechanism in the Conservative-Liberal war.  

A deep hit came with the famous charge of plagiarism. In Revista literară (The Literary Magazine), 
year XXII, No. 16, from November, 30, 1901, an article appeared, called “Domnul Caragiale” (“Mister 
Caragiale”), signed Caion, Constantin Alexandru Ionescu’s pseudonym, where the author claimed 
that the drama Năpasta was just a copy of the Hungarian author Kemény Istvan’s play Nenorocul 
published in Braşov, translated by Alexandru Bogdan. Caion returned in the issue from December, 
10, 1901 with another article, “Domnul Caragiale n-a plagiat, a copiat” (“Mister Caragiale Did Not 
Plagiarize, He Copied”), an article which made Caragiale sue Caion and the joint director of the 
magazine, Theordor M. Stoenescu, for libeling. With Barbu Ştefănescu Delavrancea as his lawyer, 
Caragiale won, but he was so disgusted with this episode that he would eventually leave for Berlin. 
Caion was exonerated, but he was suspended from Revista literară and went to Forţa morală (The 
Moral / Ethic Force), under the leadership of Alexandru Macedonski who supported his position, 
driven by his deep anti-Junimist spirit and literary enmities between Caragiale and himself, due to 
ironic texts about Macedonski in Moftul român (Romanian Whims) in 1893. Macedonski seemed to 
lack the ‘courage of his own opinions’ and, Cioculescu proves, signed with the pseudonyms Luciliu 
and Sallustiu. Macedonski tried to save Caion announcing, quite unethically, in Forţa morală, other 
alleged plagiarisms by Caragiale: Scrisoarea pierdută (The Lost Letter) after Victorien Sardou’s 
Rabagas and D-ale carnavalului  (Carnival Matters) after Le Carnaval d'un Merle Blanc by Chivot and 
Duru. Rabagas will be staged at the National Theater, offering people the chance to evaluate both 
plays by themselves and see there was no plagiarism involved, thus shaming Macedonski in his anti-
Caragiale campaign.  

                                                
5
 Romanian society founded and ruled by Titu Maiorescu that put the basis of the Romanian modern culture 

through scientific papers and essays, criticizing the idea of importing foreign institutions without the proper 
Romanian foundation 
6
 1838-1907. Romanian writer and philologist 

7
 Gheorghe Sion: 1822-1892, Romanian poet, playwright, translator and memoirist from Moldavia; Dimitrie A. 

Sturdza: 1833-1914, Romanian statesman and author, president of the Romanian Academy 
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Another name which appeared on the disparagers’ list is Pompiliu Eliade, professor of French at 
the Faculty of Letters in Bucharest, a future director of the National Theater, theater reviewer for 
L'independance roumaine, the French newspaper of the Liberal Party. Eliade predicted a quick and 
impending literary end for Caragiale: “I think his plays will not live for long and they will soon need as 
many comments as the Greek and Latin classics to be understood” (Eliade, qtd. in Cioculescu 401). 
Time has proven him wrong. We need only think that there is no theatrical season in 2018 without 
Caragiale. Theaters across the country stage his works which do not need any explanatory notes to 
make themselves understood. His work is present in all Romanian festivals, one of which bears his 
name. It is enough to remember that in the year 2012, “The Caragiale Year” (one hundred years 
from his death) either traditional or nonconformist versions, of his work, were put on stage, works 
such as Conu Leonida (Mister Leonida) directed by Silviu Purcărete, going so far as to transform 
Scrisoaria pierdută into an opera, with a libretto by Ştefan Neagrău and with music composed by 
Dan Dediu. Well-known publishing houses such as Cartea Românească, Casa Radio or Humanitas 
republish Caragiale continuously, not just for anniversaries. 

Eugen Lovinescu made the same mistake, stating that “Fifty years from now there will be nothing 
left from the moral atmosphere of Caragiale’s comedies . . . One hundred years from now each line 
from Scrisoarea pierdută will need to be accompanied by a page of clarificafications...” (Lovinescu 
qtd. in Cioculescu 404-405). Time has completely invalidated this hypothesis, proving the opposite. 
The work still catches the attention of generations after generations of creators.  

The first negative review after his death came from Costantin Banu, former director of Flacăra 
(The Flame). It was delivered in 1927 during the Conference “Influenţa războiului asupra stării 
culturale de după război” (“The Influence of the War on the Post War Cultural State”) at the 
Romanian Atheneum. It alluded to the “cruel laughter”, the “unmerciful satire” and the “scepticism” 
caused by the War of Independence, a source of inspiration for Caragiale’s “În vreme de război” (“In 
Times of War”).  

Nicolae Davidescu adds to the accusatory voices after Caragiale’s death, continuing the Liberal 
critiques through an article in Cuvântul liber (Free Speech) from August 3, 1935, entitled “Caragiale 
cel din urmă ocupant fanariot, sau inaderenţa lui la spiritul românesc” (“Caragiale, the Last of the 
Phanariot Invaders, or His Non-Allegiance to the Romanian Spirit”). As the title suggests, it attacked 
Caragiale’s “non-Romanian” origins and his system of values, acccusing him of anti-Romanianness. 
The author’s attitude during his exile in Berlin, for instance, proves the contrary, however. In his 
letters, he is not only interested in anything Romanian (see his involvement in the events related to 
the Peasant Rebellion from 1907 which results in the politically committed text “1907. Din primăvară 
până-n toamnă. Câteva note” [“1907. From Spring to Autumn. A Few Notes”]). He also misses and 
suffers longing for the country he had left, but which he continued to love. Requests such as, “write 
to me”, “tell me”, “answer me”, “don’t abandon me, I am waiting, have mercy with me”, “write to 
me, don’t forget me, please, write to me, I am lost . . . If you don’t write to me . . . I will either shot 
myself, or I will remain the most miserable human being on earth”, fill his correspondence. Besides 
his lack of national empathy, Caragiale is also accused of superficiality and spirtual weakness in 
treating his subjects. Davidescu thus falls in the trap of mixing criteria, demanding scientific, 
sociologic, historic or philosophic arguments from a satiric writer, looking towards the causes, 
instead of the effects, and claiming Caragiale’s inconsistency. This alleged shallowness occurs in four 
areas, according to Davidescu: Caragiale’s relationship with society, with the divinity, with nature 
and with women. Cioculescu parallels Caragiale with Moliére, emphasizing that it did not occur to 
the French critics to exclude the great satirist or to condemn him for having been classic rather than 
romantic, or for not having made nature or religion his subject. The portrayal of women is perhaps 
the exception. Davidescu also denounces his lack of morality and that his works are not educational 
exercises, an aspect, again, not innate to the satiric genre in which Caragiale excells.  

Notwistanding this harsh judgement, Caragiale belongs to our national fibre, he seems to be 
embedded in our genetic code, we are addicted to him as to a drug. As Ştefan Cazimir stated 
prophetically, “We will never be able to exhaust Caragiale. He will be the one to exhaust us” (2). This 
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addiction appears either in political or in purely existential dilemmas, where any attempt at 
analyzing is comfortably and successfully replaced by such famous lines as, “Who am I going to vote 
for?”8, which may describe either a voter’s indecision or the impossibilty of chosing in a complicated 
situation. It is used by those who know Caragiale and by those who do not. We may well add here 
“Pristanda’s flags” 9, which become a standard for any potential tax evasion or for any financial 
issue. Could this be the result of reading his works in the light of the literary realism of the ninteenth 
century or is it only his accurate and sharp observant turn of mind over the years, that human 
interest aspect that critics have denied him? In order to try and answer this question we need to 
hear Mitchievici’s advice, and “let ouselves be possessed by Caragiale’s genius”, become ourselves 
Caragialian, that is, “ wise, good and ironic” (4), 
 
Having a Chit-Chat with Caragiale’s “Buddies” 

In what follows, I propose to argue for a humane, loving writer, not a destructive, vengeful one, 
whose satire stems from a deep understanding of people’s shortcomings. I use the masculine 
protagonists from “Amicii”, “Lache şi Mache”, “Amicul X”, “Situaţiune”, and “O lacună” to illustrate 
this. What interests us here is the addiction of the characters of these works to conversation, in a 
beer or in a coffee house, about important subjects or small ones. Often this addiction is simply used 
as an emotional escape from tense situations which they cannot handle. Last but not least, I will 
discuss their addiction to each other. What can be more humane than that? One may approach this 
in various ways. We will confine ourselves to exploring their dependence.  

 
*** 

 
We know from Mircea Iorgulescu that “Chatting is the most widespread activity in Caragiale’s 

world. Busy or not . . . [his characters] cannot wait for an opportunity or a pretext to start a 
‘conversation’, usually a ‘very lively’ one and almost always a much prolonged one. Actually, this is 
their only job. Chatting is life itself” (11). Mitchievici talks about “the excess of words, verbal 
incontinence, verbosity in Caragiale. His characters are the talkative type, the chatterer, the one 
with verbal diarrhea, the incurable babbler; no matter to whom one is speaking, no matter the 
subject  and no matter the interlocutor, talking becomes a necessity” (208). And, indeed, ‘necessity’ 
is what we are talking about. Has not chatting and talking with friends, over a coffee or a beer 
always been one of the small and great pleasures of life? In Caragiale’s time “People gathered at the 
coffee house tables, with their unflinching constancy, local customers, to have a coffee and a beer, 
to indulge in petty politics and to examine the newspapers, word by word all the way through to the 
obituaries” (Petrescu 85). Does this sound like Caragiale? The newspaper is a character in his work, 
people read it in pubs, beer houses or restaurants; “press causes addiction just like any drug” 
(Pârvulescu, Lumea 28), and its content becomes the raw material for major literary themes in 
Caragiale (Pârvulescu, Lumea 45-46). 

Today is not that different from yesterday: coffee and beer houses are full of people willing to 
meet and talk, politics or anything else, to negotiate contracts or to watch world football 
championships together. Although, if we were to believe philosopher Mihai Şora, who, we may 
argue, might be too skeptical, times have changed, something from that old leisure has been 
forgotten, the natural consequence of today’s hectic life style. Time seems to fly, to pass differently 
than before and the world has discontinued the subtle and refined relationship of Bucharest’s 

                                                
8
 Original version: “Eu pentru cine votez?” – Caragiale’s character, Cetăţeanul turmentat, The Drunk Citizen, 

from the play Scrisoarea Pierdută [The Lost Letter], has to go and vote during Election Day, in a play whose 
action revolves around two candidates from one party, and around blackmail with a love-letter, in some 
Romanian town. The character is a (former) postman, he is always drunk and keeps coming to the prefect’s 
house and asking who he should vote for. 
9
 The prefect’s policeman in Caragiale’s Scrisoarea Pierdută, who counts the same flags several times each  
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bohemian world at the Capşa coffee house, for instance, which wrapped those who entered it in the 
velvet-like ritual of chit-chat, and tempted those walking on Calea Victiei:  

 
I have not seen young people today drinking coffee at the corner, in a bar or in some garden. I see 
that an oriental tradition adjusted to the Romanian spirit has been lost. The coffee is not a slow, chit-
chat drinking any more, but a quick one . . . just a brown-blackish liquid which keeps one awake. We 
have lost a tradition whereby one did not only drink coffee, one also attented a ritual . . . Coffee 
houses were spaces where people talked and manifested opposition with the political rulers. They are 
not anymore. I see Romanians have lost the capacity to contemplate . . . There is way too much 
information around, too many ‘smart’ phones, tablets and laptops. I know, one needs to be integrated 
in the time when one lives, but if one stops responding to one’s surroundings, one has ceased to exist. 
[...] I always remember Pope Clement the 7th’s words: “Coffee is God’s gift, the essence of 
intelligence. One cup of coffee saves you from hell”. (Şora 28) 

 

Caragiale himself was very fond of coffee, which may be responsible for his taste for this space 
where he seems to project himself into his characters: “Caragiale at the coffee house—notices 
Ibrăileanu—was an extremely clever man, a brutal clear-minded observer, an infallible ‘metteur en 
scène’ when needed to, he was able to speak for himself and to imitate. That is why Mister Iancu 
and I. L. Caragiale were one and the same being” (Cazimir 5). 

Addiction to one’s interlocutor and the coffee or the beer house as conversational environment 
makes Ioana Pârvulescu (2007) wonder to what extent his parteners are real friends. Her conclusion 
is that we can talk about “a soft friendship very similar to mere acquaintance”, (Pârvulescu, În Ţara 
10) which designates the status of a buddy rather than that of a friend. Her distinction between the 
two types of relationships is quite clear:  

 
Friendship is a noble connection, of royal blood, with a strict behavioural code, that brings joy and 
comfort, but which demands commitment and sacrifice. Being a buddy implies a friendship without a 
tradition, with a borrowed code, where behaviour rules are easy to adjust, the sacrifices are at a 
minimum, and solidarity and loyalty just an illusion. (În Ţara 32-33)  
 

To satisfy their need to talk, their addiction to logorrhea, people need buddies; the beer or the 
coffee house are conversational temples that perfectly suit them. Addiction and interdependence 
build the characters’ identity.  

Let us now see some of these buddies who inhabit Caragiale’s works, keeping in mind that we are 
dealing with a satiric writer. I have chosen as a point of departure for my analysis the sketch called 
“Amicii” (“Buddies”) (Caragiale, I:425-430), to see the parameters that define the communication 
situation in which such characters evolve. Lache and Mache, for example, function as a pair, ‘two for 
the price of one – promotional offer!’ As Ioana Pârvulescu (În Ţara 16-22), Gelu Negrea (138; 185-
187) and Angelo Mitchievici (157-164) noticed, Lache and Mache are a couple. With this couple the 
character traits and the behavioral patterns are either duplicated or totally opposed. 

Let us step into these buddies’s shoes and set out to see what the author has in store for them. 
At a first glance, Mache seems the passive one of the pair, waiting in the beer house, the best place 
to enhance his joy and his appetite for conversation. But only the providential presence of a buddy 
can satisfy him. One of his best buddies appears, none other than Lache. Unlike Mache’s high spirits, 
Lache is “ill humored” after a prolonged night with “some buddies”, at Cosman, where the main 
conversation subject had been precisely Mache. The way he introduces this subject makes Mache 
suspect he was not “spoken well of” and, driven by curiosity and convinced he is about to find out 
unpleasant things, he goes along with Lache. Lache, on the other hand, admonishes him, “Look! that 
is your fault—you are overreacting”; then he answers his questions with lines that only outline his 
potrait in a progressive-repetitive manner: “Look! that is your fault—you are curious”, “Look, see, 
that is your fault— you are interrupting!”, “Look, see, that is your fault— you are inquisitive”, “I am 
not going to tell you more because you are getting upset . . . You must confess that is your fault—
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you are getting upset”, “Look, see? That is your fault—you are violent”, and the climax of it, the sum 
of all of his shortcomings, “Look, see, that is his fault—he is a scum! . . . and violent! And he has no 
manners!” (Caragiale, “Amicii” 425).  

Then “two harsh blows with the palm of the hand” (Caragiale, “Amicii” 425). How do we come to 
this violent turn? It happens when Take, another buddy, comes in, and exposes Lache: the latter had 
been lying about having attended the meeting where people had gossiped about Mache. Lache 
refuses to reveal to Mache the name of the gossiping “buddy”, professing moral considerations. It 
becomes obvious that Lache has only used the hypothetical friend to tell Mache some unpleasant 
truths which he cannot handle.  

At a first glance, we might be tempted to agree with those denouncing Caragiale: what an 
immoral thing to do! Lache acts in ways that contradict friendship: he is lying, he is making up a plot 
to be able to tell his friend, piece by piece, what he has no courage to say directly as a true friend is 
supposed to do - that he is “a simpleton”, bad at playing cards, incompetent at his job, verging on an 
alcoholic, “married without a dowry” and cuckholded on top of it all (Caragiale, “Amicii” 427). Mache 
does not seem to be unaware of the last, and, in fact, is tolerant of the relationship between his wife 
and his brother-in-law, a relationship which benefits him, financially. As to counter-balance Mache’s 
portrait, Lache has only good words about himself, suggesting to the readers the same alleged 
scoundrel-type of character: “but you all need to confess that I do have a quality—honesty”, “such 
good buddies are we”, “but you all need to confess that I do have a quality—I am close-mouthed” 
(Caragiale, “Amicii” 427). Is Lache such a rascal, or may we re-read his character differently? The 
answer comes from Mache himself who never actually protests the insults, but, on the contrary, is 
curious, always asking for more details. Upset by what he hears, he warns Lache twice before the 
end that he is about to receive a ‘physical’ correction: “because I will slap you, do you copy?” , “I will 
slap you, do you copy!” (Caragiale, “Amicii” 430). Neither  does Lache respond violently, not only 
because there is no time, since Mache slaps him and quickly leaves, but also because perhaps he is 
not the intriguer we thought him to be. If we remember we are dealing with satiric writing, making 
fun of everything a friendship should not be, Caragiale might be making a plea for a loyal and true 
friendship. Our author does not use harsh irony or destructive sarcasm, but rather a certain geniality 
specific to him, in which laughter and satire are forms of spiritual broad-mindedness, self-irony 
belonging and being destined to superior beings, capable of watching themselves in the mirror. So, 
why should we reproach him? 

Lache and Mache are the protagonists in another sketch as well, “Lache şi Mache” (“Lache and 
Mache) (Caragiale, I:747-750). Here they “make up a binomial with equal and identic terms, which, 
however, do not manifest themselves simultaneously, but alternatively, according to their 
momentary position inside the system” (Negrea 185). Actually, this is “a de-cliche-ization of the 
great friendship stories, a parody of the serious short story” (Pârvulescu, În ţara 12). “Lache şi 
Mache. Nuvelă” first appeared in Calendarul Claponului (The Capon’s Calendar) in 1878 reproducing 
the text from Claponul (1877) entitled “Smotocea şi Cotocea” and it was reedited in the first series of 
Moftul Român from 1893 entitled “Lache şi Mache” and then reprinted in the successive editions of 
Opere. 

Lache and Mache are opposite faces of the same coin, which exemplifies ‘the power of 
friendship’. They function as Siamese twins: although one was born in Dorohoi and the other in 
Severin, their destinies meet in Bucharest. “Whoever says Lache says Mache and vice versa” and “If 
you see one’s face at a crossroads, wait a little and you will see the face of the second, who, being a 
little late, hurries to reach his other half; his half, indeed, because Lache and Mache are but one and 
the same with two faces, an only and unseparated being” (Caragiale, “Lache şi Mache” 747). 

Though their destinies are twinned, they are different in certain aspects, “Lache is smarter and 
more imaginative, Mache is deeper”, (Caragiale, “Lache şi Mache” 748) interchangeable and yet 
permanently completing each other, in various existential hypostases—at the coffee house, at the 
restaurant, on the street, at the theater, with full or empty pockets: 
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Therefore, when Mache happens to ask you for a cigar, you must give him two, or if not, he makes a 
venerable senator cigar, and after he takes a few cigarette papers from you, besides the cigar as such, 
he goes to share his prey with the other. 
If any acquaintance wants to treat Lache with a coffee, he rejects the treat in favor of Mache, and 
thus the acquaintance is forced to treat them both. (Caragiale, “Lache şi Mache” 748) 

 

If their friendship seems to hide a certain degree of complicity which helps their relationship, 
they are known, nonetheless, as financially reliable in their favorite place of socialization, the coffee 
house: “Because they repay their debts honestly, when they are able to, Lache and Mache enjoy a 
certain credit at the coffee house where they drink regularly, [...]” (Caragiale, “Lache şi Mache” 749). 

Only one situation troubles their symbiotic relationship, and this is love. A correspondence 
misunderstanding leads to jealousy, which causes them to stay apart twenty-four long hours during 
which even nature is upset by their argument. Once reunited—since they cannot stay too much 
apart—nature becomes joyfully active again: 

 
- Lache! 
- Mache! 

 Then the sky brightened up completely, the thunders and the hailstorm went away [...] (Caragiale, 
“Lache şi Mache” 750)  

 

Both Ioana Pârvulescu (În ţara 15) and Gelu Negrea (186) notice similarities between Lache and 
Mache and the heroes of Flaubert, Bouvard and Pécuchet, their Parisian ‘cousins’, Lache and 
Mache’s lines deserving a place in the Dicţionarul ideilor primite de-a gata (The Dictionary of Ready-
Made Ideas) . 

Caragiale’s irony manifests itself again as a way of winking complicitly to the readers as they 
witness all the human weaknesses of his heroes. They are two workmates, inseparable buddies, 
addicted to each other and to payday, they drink and eat on credit until payday; they take advantage 
of other ‘buddies’, fall in love with the same woman, argue because of a misunderstanding related 
to that woman and happily reconcile when things are clarified. Nothing new, this is universal 
humanity in action!  

A third type of buddy is represented by “Amicul X”, (Caragiale, I:280-284) whom we are now 
going to call “Buddy X”. This type is a braggart par excellence with Caragiale himself as his partner. 
The subject of this sketch is inspired by real history: the fall of the Conservative government led by 
Gheorghe Grigore Cantacuzino (the Nabob) who had become the party leader after the death of 
Lascăr Catargiu in 1899. On July 6, 1900, a cabinet is settled under the presidency of Cantacuzino as 
the result of the agreement with the political group Junimea led by Petre P. Carp. This is a great 
opportunity for Caragiale to introduce Buddy X, who, very well informed through his access to the 
circles of power, knows the exact make-up of the new cabinet and ‘hobnobs’ with the new 
appointed members.  

Caragiale’s irony manifests itself  through his portrait of himself, rather than that of this buddy 
who makes the author feel like a nobody: 

 
I am not a who, but a what; among humankind. I am but a number in the population statistics; and 
maybe ignored even there, because at the last census for the population of the capital, the agents 
with their registers went to almost everybody in our slums, but they didn’t come to me. I am not 
ambitious; but this aflicts me . . . To see yourself so small, to perceive yourself so insignificant! 
(“Amicul X” 281) 

 
The contrast between the author and the Buddy X is obvious, and X can be anyone, and, 

unfortunately, seems to be ubiquitous, multiplied in various hypostases: 
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My buddy X is a preeminently nice guy, very well-known by all of us in Bucharest. How can we not 
know him? We meet him so often, everywhere: in the sumptuous elite lounges, at the modest slum 
parties, at Capşa, Gambrinus, Zdrafcu, Jockey, and at the Schreiber coffee house in Lipscani, in the 
Orient-Express, in the tramcar, in a coupé with rubber wheels, walking in overshoes – everywhere 
ready to greet you with all his civility and to shake your hand cordially, may you be a metropolitan or 
a candle lighter, a general or a goatherd, a minister or a street errand boy, a boyar, a cad, etc. 
(Caragiale, “Amicul X” 283)  

 

Such flexibility makes “’X’ become our most precious friend” (Caragiale, “Amicul X” 283). 
Caragiale proves himself again a great master in capturing universal humanity. Buddy X is that 
person you would want people to know he is your friend, who keeps on being a crook even when 
exposed, as it happens at the end of “Buddy X”. An inflation of words covers his existential void. He 
depends on the ear who listens to his bragging, without which he would lose his right to an identity. 

The buddy may also be Nae from “Situaţiune” (Caragiale, I: 371-376), at a “little beer house”, 
during a very delicate “situation”: the impossibility of being part of the moment when his wife gives 
birth to his son. For Caragiale, the necessary dialog partner, meeting a friend to have a drink at a 
beer house, a kind of a Sunday rest in a sultry day, turns into a nightmare: he is forced to bear what 
his buddy Nae cannot. Friendship, conversation and the beer house are good opportunities to 
postpone the tense emotional moment which he cannot handle. And since, as Romanians say, 
running away may be disgraceful, but it is certainly healthy, Mister Iancu saves himself by getting on 
a coach.  

Finally, in ”O lacună” (“A Gap”) (Caragiale, I:365-370) Lache Diaconescu and Mache 
Protopopescu, “very good friends”, “workmates” and “brothers-in-law”, will both shirk their 
conjugal responsibilities—present for Lache, future for Mache—by escaping to a beer hall and by 
emersing themselves in a passionate discussion at Gambrinus. The beer house is the place where the 
inseparable couple get entangled in the conversational play of other “colleagues”, debating a very 
controversial issue: the death penalty, a “gap” in the criminal code. The beer flows as do the hours, 
while Lache’s wife and her sister, Miss Cecilia, future wife of Mache, wait for the two buddies at 
home for lunch. Mache has repeated and stressful outbursts of conscience, but Lache is much too 
caught up in the conversation to give it up. They leave the beer house, only to stop at another pub, 
then at the grocer’s for a plum brandy; they are finally saved from the meshes of the conversation 
by Mache’s conscience and the coach which arrives just in time. At home, where Lache’s vice, his 
lack of punctuality, is well known, they are forgiven, fed and treated with music and coffee, served in 
the lounge. Lache, however, can still not give up the debate and, in spite of Mache’s efforts to divert 
his attention, he remains anchored to the controversial issue. Mache, the fiancee conscious of his 
mission, elegant and obliging towards the fair sex, punctual, punctilious, has nothing in common 
with Lache, but cannot exist without this husband used to domestic duties and whose opinion on the 
gap in the criminal code and on its imposition is much more important than any code of manners. 
Caragiale’s irony is again kind here, since, should not one admire people’s strong belief in their 
principles under any circumstances? Actually, in spite of the appearences that seeem to place the 
two of them on separate roads, Lache and Mache are one person with permutations, as Marina Cap-
Bun also argues: “....Lache has once been a Mache, and Mache will soon become a Lache. Two 
hypostases of the same ego look face to face at each other, as in a fantastic paradigm” (199). 
 
Conclusions 

 Unfortunately, we will have to leave the other pairs of buddies for the future, buddies such as 
Niţă and Ghiţă, or those two in “C. F. R” (“Romanian Railroads”), engaged in heated conversations in 
beer and coffee houses. From one buddy to another, from one beer house to another and from one 
coffee house to the next, we have reached the end of a road, a road that demonstrates that Ion Luca 
Caragiale is our contemporary. This Romanian writer asks us to return to him so he can unveil yet 
new understandings, in doing so he offers us his aesthetic and cultural credo. This is a Caragiale who 



Adriana Ghiţoi, ”Addiction to/in Ion Luca Caragiale: Buddies, Chit-Chat, Beer Houses, Coffee Houses.”                                 
Use and Abuse: From Alcohol Addiction to Modern Media Intoxication 

 

HyperCultura, Vol 6, no 2/2017  Page 12 
 

reveals himself to us, through his harmonious or antagonistically inseparable “buddies” , as “wise, 
good and ironic” in the most constructive way. He is our contemporary through all he tells us about 
inter-human relationships and about society, thus making us addicted to him and to the universe of 
his works.  
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