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I stayed long nights staring at the white page in front of me. Thousands of
memories and words fought for attention. It was like going on a long and special
journey, one towards finding onself, one towards defining some of the people who
made you who you are. Now it is the most appropriate moment to talk about the
persons who have been influencing the way we socially interact and the way we
make decisions in our life, but most of all, it is the right moment to talk about
empathy and “affective personalities”. It is a time when the young generation, and not
only, feels more than ever the need for models, for mentors. These days, the yo
unger generation is facing many possibilities and opportunities, that is why, leading
by example would be beneficial. I will briefly try to present the way an outstanding
person I had the chance to meet, influenced my life and my career.
In the 20th century, for many decades, the name of Professor Cristofor
Simionescu, member of the Romanian Academy, dominated the scientific and
cultural life in Iasi. I always loved nice stories about inventions, even at the limits
of science fiction. So, when I started learning and understanding chemistry (I think it
was in 6th grade), I could imagine how by combining elements you could create
everything. I have read that we are made of stardust; I assumed life was and could be
created under appropriate conditions. By chance, my chemistry teacher spoke to us
about a well-known chemist in Iasi, Professor Cristofor Simionescu, who initiated
research to study the origins of life. My imagination worked frantically and I
started dreaming of fantastic experiments. I studied chemistry with pleasure and won
prizes in different school competitions but, more importantly, I began to
understand the laws of nature and the way different living systems were created
and developed. In the meantime, I found some books to read about Professor
Simionescu, and, eventually, I decided to apply for the Faculty of Industrial
Chemistry, specialization Polymers. As far as I knew back then, when you talked
about life, you talked about organic chemistry and polymers.
During my professional life as a chemical engineer, researcher, and then
professor, I had the chance to meet the man “responsible” for my choice of a
career. Knowing him and his family, I could understand, at least partially, his
complex personality and his influence on a complicated society.
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Cristofor Simionescu was born in 1920 in the legendary part of Romania
called Northern Moldavia, a land rich in history, wisdom, and natural beauty
(Dumbraveni, Suceava county). As a kid, he loved to play with other children,
listen to songs and old stories told by his mother, and enjoyed beauties of nature
[1]. Being born and raised up in a family of dedicated teachers, he inherited the
native curiosity and love for books and knowledge. From his father he learned
order, discipline and determination. Sensitivity, kindness, generosity came from his
mother. From both of them he inherited love and understanding of people, sense of
duty, devotion for a cause, diligence and correctness [2].

Cristofor Simionescu’s family (mother, father and sister Ionela) [3].

He started studying in his village, and after completing elementary school
(1927–1931), he went to Suceava, at the “Stefan cel Mare” high school (1931–1933)
and then to Iasi, at the “National Lyceum” (1933–1939). After high school
graduation, he started studying chemistry at the Faculty of Chemical Engineering,
in the Polytechnic Institute of Iasi. Dedicated and gifted for science, he graduated
Magna cum Laude in 1944. During his faculty years, he had very well-known and
remarkable scientists as professors: Dimitrie Mangeron, Tudor Ionescu, Radu
Cernătescu, Ştefan Procopiu, Constantin Gheorghiu, Ilie Matei, Ilie Popa, Ion
Creangă, Cristea Niculescu-Otin, Gheorghe Alexa, a.s.o. Cristofor Simionescu was
awarded the doctoral degree in organic technology in 1948, and was retained as
associate professor at the Polytechnic Institute in Iasi. Thus, a 52-year long, prolific
and successful academic career had begun. In 1951, Cristofor Simionescu was
promoted to the position of full-professor and Chair of the Department. He was
Rector of the Polytechnic Institute in Iasi, having the longest period in this function
in Romanian academia (1953–1976). To underline some other achievements of
Professor Cristofor Simionescu, I will mention that in 1955 he was elected a
corresponding member of the Romanian Academy and, in 1963, full member. In
the same year he was also elected President of the Iasi Branch of the Romanian
Academy (1963–1974, 1990–2001). In 1974, Professor Simionescu was elected
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Vice President of the Romanian Academy (1974–1990) and Deputy President of
the Academy (1977–1980) [4]. He had the initiative of transforming the Chemistry
Institute of the Romanian Academy in Iasi in the first research entity dedicated
mainly to macromolecular compounds: the “Petru Poni” Institute of Macromolecular
Chemistry in Iasi, whose Director he was between 1970 and 2000.
Now I will try to emphasize the way he influenced many generations of
chemists and chemical engineers in Romania. As a student, my colleagues and I
were happy to attend his lectures in organic and macromolecular chemistry.

Professor Cristofor Simionescu at the Faculty of Industrial Chemistry (1980).

For all of us, students and members of academia, he was the Professor.
Professor Simionescu had charisma and knew how to enter our minds and souls.
He was severe but fair, and made us love chemistry, go beyond usual reactions and
technologies and learn how to understand complex phenomena. With his “infernal
machine”, a kind of old projector full of formulas and telling stories about new
developments in science, he succeeded in taking us in a miracle world. Thus, it was
not a surprise that nobody missed his lectures; many people were coming early in
the morning to find a place in the first rows. We all are proud to call us one of the
“Cristofor Simionescu” series of graduates and to enjoy a wonderfully festive, final
lecture about living cells, macromolecules and, of course, origin of life.
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Professor Cristofor Simionescu at Graduation Ceremony (1983).

Moreover, I had the chance to fill an assistant professor position in the
Macromolecular Department, and I had the opportunity to meet all my professors
on the other side of the scene. From the very beginning, it was a very challenging
role because the level was high and the requirements difficult and provocative.
Nevertheless, the reward was worth it. There were so many things to learn and so
wonderful people to talk to and ask for help. To my great surprise, the Professor
was very kind and open. He used to discuss with us all the tasks in the department,
and to advise us every time we needed help. Furthermore, he had a special talent
for telling stories from different meetings he attended, including the funny ones
about famous scientific personalities. It was so fascinating so you could listen to
him forever and forget about time and space. Professor Simionescu had a fine and
subtle irony. If you were paying attention, you could understand many of his silent
and almost imperceptible thoughts.
Working with students helped me realize how important it is to make
yourself clearly understood. Communication is an art and professor Simionescu
was an authentic artist. He knew people very well, and could tell which field of
research was suited for different teams. He was very diplomatic in managing time
and people, and he maintained equilibrium in the most difficult periods. In addition,
professor Simionescu had a special feeling for the most important and up-to-date
directions in research, by opening and developing special areas of interest. He can
be, without any doubt, considered the founder of the Romanian school of
natural and synthetic polymers. Many articles have been written on this subject
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and I can warmly recommend those authored by professor Valentin I. Popa, who
was one of his closest collaborators. In one of them [5], the reader can find the
main research directions approached by professor Simionescu, as well as the most
important publications issued in the area. From my point of view, I will mention
mainly the books that were considered a must-have and must-known for all
students in Polymers Science: Cristofor I. Simionescu, Cleopatra Vasiliu-Oprea,
Victor Bulacovschi, Bogdan C. Simionescu, Claudia Neguleanu, Chimie
macromoleculară (Macromolecular chemistry), Didactic and Pedagogic Publishing
House, Bucureşti, 1985, and Cristofor I. Simionescu, Cleopatra Vasiliu-Oprea, (vol.
1), Cristofor I. Simionescu, Dorel Feldman (vol. 2), Cristofor I. Simionescu, Victor
Bulacovschi (vol. 3), Cristofor I. Simionescu, Ion Negulescu (vol. 4), Tratat de
chimia compuşilor macromoleculari, (Handbook of macromolecular chemistry),
Didactic and Pedagogic Publishing House, Bucureşti, 1973, 1974, 1976, 1993.

Important books in Macromolecular Chemistry
authored by Professor Cristofor Simionescu.

What more can I say? He was well-recognized by simple people in Iasi and
Romania and highly reputed in the international scientific community. Professor
Simionescu was a member of several international scientific organizations, such as
Société Chimique de France (1963) and American Chemical Society (1965). He was
elected as Honorary Member of the Société de Chimie Industrielle de Paris (1970)
and was a member of the International Society for the Study of the Origin of
Life (ISSOL). For many years, he has been the national representative of Romania
to the International Union of Pure and Applied Chemistry (IUPAC), and member
of both IUPAC Macromolecular Division and IUPAC Committee for the Teaching of
Chemistry. In recognition of his scientific accomplishments, Professor Simionescu
was elected a member of several prestigious academic entities: International Academy
of Wood Science (1979), Academy of Sciences of the former German Democratic
Republic (1982), Hungarian Academy of Science (1986), Academy of Sciences of
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Moldova (1991), and American Chemical Society (at its centennial in 1976).
Professor Simionescu was also Doctor Honoris Causa of the Polytechnic School of
Sofia, Bulgaria (1986). Professor Simionescu developed a significant editorial
activity. He was the founder and Editor-in-Chief of the international journals
Cellulose Chemistry and Technology (since 1967), and of the Scientific Memoirs of
the Romanian Academy (since 1977) and member of the editorial board of Revue
Roumaine de Chimie. He was member of the editorial/ advisory boards of several
well-known journals dedicated to the polymer science: Acta Polymerica, European
Polymer Journal, Journal of Polymer Science – Polymer Chemistry Edition, Polymer
Bulletin, and Polymers for Advanced Technologies. [4,6].
Professor Cristofor Simionescu was a true, in-born leader and not a boss for
the teams he led: university, faculty, department, academy, research institution. He
was an example, a provocation and an adviser. He opened new areas of research,
he was a thinker, and he generously shared his experience with the others.
You knew he had his special place in the university, surrounded by birds
(canaries) and flowers. The PROFESSOR was a real mentor to all those who had
the chance to work with him. He opened doors and incredible opportunities for all
praiseworthy and well-deserving people he met. The PROFESSOR loved the
school and the students and dedicated his life to research and education. Nowadays,
we are in a great need of such powerful personalities as mentors and life models.
This is why we miss so much the PROFESSOR.

The blooming Hibiscus – July 2019.

I remember the Hibiscus tree that grew in the laboratory where we used to
have organic and macromolecular chemistry applications and exams. As a student,
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I do not remember its flowers. After almost forty years, as a professor, I inherited
that Hibiscus. It was a little bit sad and had only a few leaves left. I took care of it
and, after one year, in the middle of July, it bloomed. This happened around
Professor’s birthday. I know it was a coincidence, but I like to think it was a
greeting from above. Thank you, dear PROFESSOR!
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