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This catalogue contains a sample of Romanian literature from
the last two years. More than a collection of books or, even less so,
authors, it is an assemblage of sensibilities. Selecting from a large
number of published works, I asked myself whether it would pro‑
vide a representative image. In other words, whether it would pro‑
vide an interested (non‑Romanian) audience a conclusive outline of
an organic and highly active intellectual medium. I therefore tried
to forget that I myself was part of that same system and that in writ‑
ing literary criticism I myself possessed a clear picture of the topog‑
raphy of Romanian literature today, with all my natural likes and
dislikes. I ignored predetermined strategic calculations and only at
the very end, when the whole map was ready, did I subject it to anal‑
ysis. I was thereby able to conclude that an equitable distribution
had been made. There are authors here whose names internation‑
ally well known, having been translated by major publishers and
won high‑profile awards, and there are authors who are more unfa‑
miliar, at the beginning of their careers, but who hold out the prom‑
ise of solid bodies of work. Likewise, the selection includes authors
of widely varying biological and literary ages. Some of them, who
emerged in the 1960s, are true living classics, who lay down stylistic
laws and act as masters to their younger apprentices. The majority, of
course, sprouted in the nursery of the so‑called “eighties generation,”
which represented a turning point in Romanian literary awareness.
Not least, this small anthology manages to highlight the prominence
of women writers, not only in poetry, but also in prose and nonfiction
genres. My only regret is that in striving to be equitable, I have unwill‑
ingly been unjust to my colleagues, the literary critics. In recent years,
many of them have written significant books, which have stabilised
a highly mobile literary scene. And although this catalogue appears
under my signature, in its texture there somewhere vibrates a pro‑
found feeling of solidarity.
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The fall of communism came as a turning point in the writing career of
Gabriela Adameșteanu (b. 1942). Up until then, she had been a major
novelist, having made her debut with Each Day’s Monotonous Journey
(1975) and publishing her masterpiece Wasted Morning (1983). Her
two collections of short prose from the period, Give Yourself a Holiday
(1979) and Summer‑Spring (1989), were sooner a latent reservoir
of material for later novels, such as The Encounter. But after the
Revolution, Gabriela Adameșteanu placed fiction in parentheses
for a while, dedicating herself to civic society, a vital project during
the early years of Romania’s new democracy, and it was not until
2010 that she fully returned to the novel, publishing Interim Situation,
a sequel to Each Day’s Monotonous Journey.
Although each can be read as a stand‑alone novel, Each Day’s
Monotonous Journey, Interim Situation and Fontana di Trevi form
a sui generis trilogy. The protagonist of each novel is the same: Letitia
Branea, depicted at different ages and in different historical moments.
In the final part of the trilogy, she returns to Romania after living in
exile in Paris and, on the cusp of old age, she examines her memories,
in an attempt to re‑evaluate her past. It becomes a pretext for
overviews of various kinds, ranging from the female condition during
the darkest period of the Ceaușescu regime, at the turning point of
the March 1977 earthquake, to deeply painful personal episodes,
such as an illegal abortion, and a caustic photogram of present‑day
Romanian society.
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Fontana di Trevi

With my right hand, I will reach to turn off the alarm clock on the
bedside table and then hear Petru’s annoyed mumbling from under
the pillow that he always pulls on top of his head during the night.
There is no way noises can bother him any more, since his hearing is
getting worse and worse, and in Neuvy it’s quieter than I ever could
have imagined before I came here. But I never say anything to him,
he picked up the habit as a young boy, in boarding schools pong‑
ing of cheap clothes and seldom‑washed bodies, and in this second
life of ours, I force myself not to ignore the fact that even in a moody
man like him, there lies hidden a child deprived of a childhood. I
grope but there is nothing there, no alarm clock, no bedside table,
and instead of Petru’s body, weighed down with sleep and old age,
my hand encounters a wall. Memory returns, along with the smell of
the unfamiliar room. I’m in Bucharest, in my friends’ flat on Linden
Lane: Sultana and Aurelian Morar. Last night, when I spoke to Petru,
he’d already taken his tablets and I could hear him yawning, over
here, it’s an hour later, but what time is it now? I don’t have any ref‑
erence point to help me get my bearings. I hear the thick slopping of
the rain against the window, the ashen light of sunrise seeps through
the lilac curtains and mauve drapes—the favourite colours of Claudia,
the room’s rightful tenant. Claudia is the Morars’ only child. When
I was getting ready to come to Romania, to claim my uncle’s inher‑
itance, before I bought my ticket over the internet, I asked Sultana
whether her daughter’s room was free. “Of course it’s free, why do you
ask?” Every time, it strikes me that she forces her voice to sound natu‑
ral. How many years has it been since Claudia last visited her parents?
Seven? Longer than that?
*
My eyes are sticky with sleep and it’s as if there’s something moving
in the Murano crystal mirror with the black, nacre‑inlay frame. Maybe
the pointed, fox‑like face and scrawny, anorexic body of a teen‑
age girl, the way Claudia looked before she embarked on her glori‑
ous series of scholarships. Or maybe my own waxen face, with dark
bags under my eyes, the face I didn’t recognise when the Morars
brought me here from hospital in the Trabant. I gritted my teeth at
every bump in the road, lest I let out a groan, but the hardest was
climbing the stairs, as the lift was out of order—the usual electrici‑
ty‑saving measures. I dragged myself up the stairs, clutching the ban‑
nister, with them pushing me from behind, until I found myself in
front of the Venetian mirror, which hung on the landing at the time.
Not Sultana, who sees all, but Aurelian, the one with his head in the
clouds, realised why I was rooted to the spot in front of the mirror.
“Come on, Lety, even you will be amazed at how quickly you’ll recover,”
he said, patting me on the shoulder. And it’s true: only in that mirror,
which has survived all the Morars’ moves, from the villa on Șerban
Vodă Avenue to the building on Linden Lane, would I still be able to
rediscover my horrified gaze from that day. It has been three decades
since I emigrated, but I’m often told the years have been kind to me. I
have the aura of someone who comes from abroad, a different look, as
Daniel says—the Morars’ nephew, my “teacher” of Romglish.
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With the biography of a Corto Maltese, Dan Alexe (b. 1961) is one
of the most surprising writers to have emerged in the Romanian
cultural landscape of recent years. After studying at university in
Jassy, he left Ceaușescu’s Romania toward the end of the 1980s
and took up a career as a freelance journalist. From his work as
a journalist came a number of acclaimed documentary films (Kabala
in Kabul, Howling for God), in which adventure and scrupulous
erudition go hand in hand. This is also what characterises his books,
scholarly feasts of eroticism and linguistic erudition, from the short
prose of Scent of a Bitter Redhead (2014) and In the Rabbi G. Spot
(2016) to the wide‑ranging essay Dacopathy and Other Romanian
Aberrations (2015).
When the criminals he owes money start turning the screws on him,
a Romanian journalist living in Belgium hatches a plan to make some
quick money: he flees to Bucharest and thence to Russia, where he
aims to make a documentary film which, he hopes, will make his
fortune. The outlay will be minimal, and he will be able to avoid most
expenses through a complicated network of prior acquaintances.
Using a handheld video camera, he plans to reconstruct the
Caucasian journey made by Alexandre Dumas (he, too, a fugitive
at the time) a century before. Perfumed Panthers is an exceptional
composite novel: part reportage from the ends of the earth, part
smooth, exquisitely European aesthetic meditation; part exploration of
different mentalities and senses of humour, part Alexandrian delight
in word games and sensations (evident from the very title of the book
and fervently continued inside it); part incunabular erudition, part
adaptability to modern‑day bad‑boy reflexes.
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Perfumed Panthers

Once they left us, I opened the blinds to let in the moonlight and
a view of the cows on the hill, keeping the light turned off and allow‑
ing fresh air from outside to dilute the thick smell of mothballs inside
the room.
From another, distant room now came the groans of that
shameless little hussy and the rhythmic creaking of a bed with the
kind of ancient springs that perfidiously poke your back through
the mattress.
“We can’t make love here,” said Eva abruptly. “The reek of moth‑
balls will seep into our brains, and you’ll find dead moths in my vulva.
Let’s go outside for a walk. We’ll go up the hill, where the cows are.
Anyway, you promised me we’d fuck in a glade.”
I looked at her, a thrill coursing through my very marrow. On
previous visits, I’d noticed that the sheltered plateau around the vil‑
lage provided an almost continuously pleasant climate, neither too
hot in summer, nor too cold in autumn. We sneaked outside, found
our shoes, which the children had polished till they looked new, and
went up the hill to the glade where the cows were.
Below, in the direction of Grozny, we saw two swirls of silver
mist beneath the moon. My ears were ringing from the complete
silence, which from time to time was interrupted by the bells hang‑
ing from the necks of the cows that were placidly strolling around us,
still grazing.
Trembling with excitement also because we found ourselves in
an open space, with only the cows and a few bushes for concealment,
we kissed, holding our panting breath.
First, Eva urinated, since she had been holding it in up till then,
and I cupped my palm between her legs and tasted it. As the grass was
cold and wet, Eva couldn’t lie on her back, but instead went down on
all fours, presenting her croup to me. The marijuana leaf on her left
buttock gleamed in the moonlight.
Since she had wet herself copiously and creatively, I was able
to enter her easily, rhythmically, alternating orifices, while Eva kept
pace on all fours, amid scents of cow clart and trampled grass. I pro‑
pelled her toward one of the cows, we both advanced slowly, on our
knees, Eva took a teat of the cow’s udder in her mouth as if it were
a male organ, and she sucked, making muffled snorts, as I impaled
her from behind.
“Not in the arse any more,” she whispered curtly when I impaled
too hard, slamming her with my hips.
She turned to me, and when I ejaculated in her mouth and face,
it mingled with the milk she had sucked from the udder, so that I
couldn’t tell which was which as it dribbled from the corners of her
mouth. She got up and gave me a kiss that preserved the taste of
sperm mingled with the straw and cow clart taste of the milk.
When we got back, Ali was waiting for us in the doorway with
a torch, with a kind of sheepskin cloak over his crisply pressed pyja‑
mas. He briefly lit our faces with the torch, then switched it off
and let us enter, murmuring lest he wake the others, his voice full
of amazement:
“Did you drink milk straight from the cow?”
“Yes, it has healing properties, as you know,” I said.
When we took our shoes off, he lit the torch again and saw what
a state they were in.
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“I’ll wake a boy up straight away to clean them,” said Ali firmly.
“Nobody sleeps under my roof with dirty shoes like that.”
In the room, I wiped her mouth, as if she were a child. She was all
of a sudden exhausted, so I laid her in bed, I poured water, now luke‑
warm, in the basin, and I slowly washed her feet, kissing them from
time to time. With a sponge, I carefully washed her sex, which was as
weary as her mind seemed to be. She groaned sweetly, almost asleep.
I dried her, covered her with the blanket, lay down beside her.
“Am I your teddy bear?” she whispered.
“Yes, you’re that children’s fetish, that soft, tatty, grubby teddy
bear, with moulting fur, which I have to hug otherwise I won’t be able
to get to sleep.”
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Augustin Cupșa (b. 1980) has written poetry, but it is as a prose writer
that he has made a name for himself. His novel The Perforators
(2006) and collection of short stories Professor Bumb and the Swedish
Poppies (2011) garnered much attention, but it was his third book,
The Great Joys and the Great Sorrows (2014), that was to have the
greatest impact. In the novel, in which he retains only what is worth
preserving of his previous surrealism‑tinted aestheticism, Cupșa
instead exploits his psychiatric training and vocation as an acute
observer of the real to create memorable episodes.
Augustin Cupșa’s novel might be defined as a book about nostalgia.
Even if the object of that nostalgia is hell itself. A multi‑layered hell:
the first layer is that of Romanian society in the chaotic 1990s, when
poverty and kitsch went hand in hand; the second layer relates to
the strange hierarchies of housing‑estate gangs, half chivalrous, half
criminal, forming their own secret society; the third layer derives
from the violent rituals of these gangs: in Let the grass grow over us,
one such ritual is a blind, delirious hunt for game birds that are than
trafficked via convoluted networks to top Italian restaurants. But even
so, upon this wretched scaffolding, Cupșa builds a story not lacking in
idealism and in which the frenzy of remembrance, unfolding in long,
vorticular sentences, dominates the stylistic foreground.
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On the surface things are murky, like a photograph in an album
that’s covered with a rice‑paper interleaf, you have to look closely
and it’s only with difficulty that you make out the faces, probably it
snowed all day and night, and the day before that too, and they’re fro‑
zen stiff in the deep snow and blend in which the drifts, you’d think
somebody had reduced them to heaps, heaps of snow, their faces and
the white mounds look more or less the same, and their motionless
hands are white, and the powder on their coats, and their boots sunk
to the ankles in the snow, and their unshaven chins are white. Even
the dark of morning is white. And at their feet lie scattered partridges
and a few pheasants, it’s not easy to tell what they are, because they
look like black blotches on the snow, but I know for sure what they
are, I know from Tuică and I also know where the photograph was
taken, somewhere near the level crossing on the road that turns off
the highway and goes to the military airfield, because behind them
there are stands of maples and silver poplars and weeping willows
along the bank of the Jiu, and higher up, where there’s a broad band
that you might mistake for the edge of a wall, the oak forest spreads
away over the Bucovăț hills, and if you try hard enough, in the under‑
growth you can pick out the paths, slender and shaky, as if the film
had been scratched with the point of a needle. Tuică’s lot, the lads
from the Association, stand to attention, with their rifles on their
shoulders or leaning against their hips, and the housing‑estate yobs,
the gawpers, the firewood thieves, all crowded together like film
extras, on the bank by the side of the road, and they were tense and
gloomy, as if they’d all been in on some dirty business, which was true
in a way, apparently one of them had snuffed it, Tuică had shot him,
supposedly by accident, he’d fired his shotgun, sprayed him with pel‑
lets, and the bloke died in hospital a few days later, of an infection,
but the word was that Tuică had shot him on purpose, when he saw
him gathering firewood, the brother of some bloke called Nicu, alias
Leash, and he owed him a lot of money, he’d lost to him at dice, and
he strung him along for months, and after that, he and another two
lads broke into his house and nicked the money from Tuică so that
they could give it back to him, but nobody ever found out what really
happened by the riverside that day, and Tuică, instead of doing time
for premeditated murder, got away scot free, because his brother had
a high rank in the police and connections in the prosecutor’s office.
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Poet Florin Iaru (b. 1954) became a convert to prose only recently,
but his collections of short prose Bucharest Sucker (2011), Stories
with a Different Ending (2013) and Green Breasts (2017) have
established him as a first‑class short story writer. This was all the more
of a surprise for the critics given that Florin Iaru had been relegated
to Romanian literature’s past: after three collections that propelled
him to the forefront of eighties‑generation poetry (Songs for Crossing
the Street, At the Level of the Utmost Fiction, and I’m afraid I’m going
insane), he fell silent, giving the impression that he had withdrawn
from literature.
A collection of minimalist short stories (none are more than a few
pages long), Green Breasts sets in motion a type of prose in which the
pixels of raw realism are tinted with nuanced and, more often than not,
absurd hues. In this respect, Florin Iaru’s prose is closer to that of Daniil
Kharms than that of his contemporaries, who in the nineties revived
the form to the detriment of the novel. Iaru’s sequences are often
disturbing close‑ups. The harshest of them is an account of a dialogue
about selling a little girl.
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Even though she’s just fifteen, the age when you’re into all kinds of
fads, Adela suffers dreadfully. Actually, she always says. For Adela, the
word actually is like life. And that’s because God was petty and unjust.
Like any other girl of her age, Adela views and values herself only
through the eyes of the boys. She could be the stupidest, the dens‑
est girl ever, but if the lads’ greedy eyes don’t corner her and undress
her, the battle is lost. That’s why she hates herself with a passion.
She’ll never look on herself with love. She’s certain of that. So, let’s
say what it is that pains her: Adela has small breasts. Very small. Only
if she puffs out her chest and stuffs cotton wool in her bra can she
claim to fill her blouse. Every morning she studies them in the mirror.
She talks to them nicely, she pleads with them: Come on, for me, you
can do it! In vain! Anyway, she’s fifteen and she knows that by them‑
selves and unless forced to do so, they’ll never grow. The word “never”
brings tears to her eyes. She hides in the attic till Mama finishes with
the ugly bloke from the bank—the one with the leather briefcase
who barks when he talks. As soon as she escapes the tyranny of her
younger brother, Adela is ready for battle. She’s got hold of a whole
load of dill and made herself a miracle‑working tincture. Now, shel‑
tered from reality up in the attic, she strips to her waist and carefully
applies the green compresses. Dill works wonders, and the tincture
is the quintessence. She then picks up a book and reads. What else
can you do when you’re all alone in the world? When you’re read‑
ing, even time passes more quickly. The unpleasant sensation swiftly
vanishes, because Adela is a keen reader. She shuts herself up inside
the book like in the bathroom and submerges herself in the foam of
the faraway. From time to time she catches herself wondering aloud
whether Mr Darcy has ever looked at Miss Elizabeth Bennet’s cleav‑
age. And whether he had anything to look at. In the film he did, but
the film doesn’t count, it’s not real life! Because they say that in real
life English girls are as flat as boards. Then she feels her poultices, and
Lord! she feels like the miracle is happening. It’s itchy, it’s stinging,
which means something is happening! After two hours of daydream‑
ing, she comes back down to earth. She wipes off the remedy and
feels like she’s dying. Her breasts haven’t grown, but they’re sting‑
ing her and they’re violet‑green. The colour has seeped into her skin,
like a tattoo. Out of the frying pan into the fire. She gets dressed, but‑
tons up to the neck, and runs to the bathroom. She’s in despair. It’s
no longer a joking matter. She gets undressed again and looks in the
mirror. The cold light lends her breasts a hideous hue. Desperation
rises in her throat. She tries bicarbonate of soda. The green won’t
budge. Hot water, as hot as she can stand. Nothing. Those starve‑
ling little things that barely warrant the name breasts hurt her as if
they’d been flayed. She starts sobbing, softly, otherwise her grandma,
straining her ears from the next room, will hear and ask her what the
matter is.
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When Dan Lungu (b. 1969) made his literary debut as a poet in 1996,
there was no way of knowing that he would go on to be the successful
novelist that he is today. Three years later, with the publication of Pass
the Gob Dish Around, it became clear he had the makings of a career
in fiction, which was to move from the short story genre, where he
convincingly modulated a spirit of sharp observation and literary
technique within the realist code (Retail Prose, Good Blokes), and
then open up to the wider space of the novel, where he is much sought
after in the translation market. His major literary coup was I’m An Old
Commie!, which has been translated in numerous languages and even
adapted for the wide screen by film director Stere Gurea.
Flickerings returns to the Romanian tradition of the novel that
examines conditions in the countryside. The novelty is that unlike the
classics, which attempted to describe the countryside from the inside,
bringing to bear mechanisms of empathy, Dan Lungu shows that he is
aware of the vast gulf that now separates the city (the self‑important
city, with its routine mindsets and behaviours) from the village. The
novel’s protagonist is a strange sociologist who, while taking a holiday
for rest and recuperation, passes judgement on the countryside in
the terms and jargon of his profession. But he understands less than
he would like to think. He deludes himself by translating everything
into statistics and endlessly quantifying a reality he is incapable
of describing.
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I slip on the cowpat, lose my balance, fall. I jerk my arms out to break
my fall. The cold, light‑brown sludge squirts up through my fingers. I
do not hasten to get up. Rather, I gauge the situation. I’m afraid not to
slip in it again, to put on a real performance. Costeluș is splitting his
sides. He’s laughing so hard that it makes his big red ears wiggle. The
sludge has soaked through my trousers to my knees. Three sheep cau‑
tiously approach me. One of them moves its head close to mine and
looks me straight in the eyes. A gaze that says nothing. I calculate my
centre of gravity and get to my feet without further incident. My first
instinct is to wipe my hands on the sheep’s fleece, but instead I scrape
them on the seat of my trousers. The whip has flown about ten feet
in front of me, and its beautiful handle is immersed in a brown pud‑
dle. I am about to go and get it when the sheep on my right sneezes
and a pair of green snots cuts across my path. Finally, I pick up the
whip, grasping it by the tip between finger and thumb, and wait for
the clart to run off it. Costeluș gives a noisy whistle and keeps trying
to crack his whip, but he succeeds only in spraying filth everywhere.
The sheep bleat and sneeze. Others snuffle like babies with a cold.
Costeluș makes a sign for me to go downhill by the pen, where there
are few clumps of ewe lambs. Carefully holding onto to the fence, I
descend. The sheep are wet and miserable. A few are shivering with
cold. I barge my way among them and shout heroically. Since they
ignore me, I start shoving them. I have to disperse them, get them to
go uphill to the fold, but they’re more stubborn than I imagined. Or
else they’re simply feeble‑minded and can’t understand what it is I
want from them. I get annoyed. I hold on to the fence and start push‑
ing them with my foot, but they just move a step away, looking at the
ground. I tell them nicely what they have to do. Some animals under‑
stand the human voice, but apparently, sheep are not among them.
Their attitude is somehow gelatinous, it thwarts all physical con‑
tact, softens it, absorbs it. Costeluș is calling to me, shouting that
he’s going to end up without any sheep in the fold, he tells me to get
a move on. I tear myself away from the fence, take a valiant run, furi‑
ously collide with them. I push them with all my might.
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There are numerous writers deserving of the title “unclassifiable,”
but Călin‑Andrei Mihăilescu (b. 1956) deserves it more than most.
Mihăilescu teaches at the University of Western Ontario and writes
in four languages with equal excellence, publishing scholarly work
moulded on an intricate theoretical armature. In Romanian, he
writes erudite, iconoclastic prose brimming with ideas and plays on
words. His international bibliography includes Jorge Luis Borges, This
Craft of Verse (Cambridge, Harvard University Press, 2000), while
his work in Romanian includes Ars Poetica (2002), The Calendar
according to Caragiale (with Liviu Papadima and Rodica Zafiu,
2002), Euroforsaken Land (2002), Renaissance, Mannerism, Baroque
(2002), Nocturnal Călindar (2003), Don Global on Horseback (2003),
Anthropomorphine (2005), What was it like? A bit like this… Memoirs of
the (Romanian) Communist Years (editor, 2006).
The subtle distinction between playing with words and playing with
language might serve as a key to reading this strange book. The
former, the level of mere puns, relies on the accidentally amusing,
whereas the latter reveals ideatic breaches that have slipped
into natural speech. It is on an abundance of such breaches that
Călin‑Andrei Mihăilescu constructs his stylistic expression when he
writes literature. AFKA is no exception: the eponymous word, which
does not exist in any language, might be a garbled pronunciation
of the name of the man who wrote the Metamorphoses, or it might
be the anagram of the name of a secret society. Both possibilities
are entertained within the pages of this book, which concludes with
a series of fictitious reviews of equally fictitious books.
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Penelopaea, by Atrius of Abdera
Née Engastromenou, Sophia was for forty years the widow of
Heinrich Schliemann. She had been three decades younger than the
man whom the Greeks still call the Discoverer of Troy and the English
the Joker with the Trowel. In their massive Trojan Palace in the middle
of Athens, Sophia entertained, en grande dame, the leading figures of
modern Greece, with a success more lasting than that to be enjoyed
by Elisabeth Förster when she entertained Hitler and co., with whom
she used to gorge, grosso modo, on the works of her brother Friedrich
Nietzsche. Sophia’s will was unsealed in a ceremony held in 2012,
eighty years after her death, in accordance with her express wishes.
Article 4.11 of the will authorised, in the form of a delicate sugges‑
tion, the publication of a translation Sophia had made around the
year 1900. Kept secret for more than a century, the translation from
ancient into modern Greek of the Penelopaea, a manuscript by Atrius
of Abdera (published in 2017 by Hestia. B, Athens) revealed to the
world an author thitherto unknown and also, far more importantly,
the unknown story of Penelope. Atrius, who most likely lived in the
fifth century B.C., recounted the alternative tradition of the Sirens,
successfully censored by Hesiod and Pisistratus, by Plato, by Aristotle
and his pupils, by Aristarchus and Theophrastus, who passed down
to us the Homeric epics in their then familiar form. Sophia gives no
explanation as to where she got Atrius’ manuscript, but the rumour
that Schliemann unearthed it in his brutal dig at Isarlık, leaving it to
Sophia after swearing her to secrecy, is baseless.
The Penelopaea is written in Sapphics rather than Homeric hex‑
ameter, and in it the erotic prevails over the heroic to the point where
both are annihilated. In Sophia Schliemann’s translation, Atrius tells
a very different story to the one we all know from the Odyssey.
Ulysses never reached Ithaca after the Trojan War, writes Atrius.
Troy, having finally become an island encircled by flames that took
three days fully to consume the city, drove Greece’s second engineer
(the first having been Prometheus) to seek the island on which all the
fires are tamed. Thus did he discover Ogygia, the island of perfumed
Calypso, who lured him and hid him in the folds of her robes forever.
Penelope immediately got wind of the whole business—back then
news travelled more swiftly than it could be invented, as the Sirens
said. A sufficiently short time thereafter, the deeply enraged Penelope
was visited by a blind bard, who told that he had come from Thebes
and that his name was Homer. He told her that hidden Calypso, the
daughter of the Titan Atlas and the nymph Pleione, endlessly gorged
on Ulysses. After which, obviously, the Sirens spread the news to the
four winds, like the Sun his rays; and the storytellers were merci‑
less. Penelope regaled Homer with choice viands, with wine the col‑
our of the sea, and with a piece of news: Ulysses had lost all his men
in a storm raised by the jealous Poseidon and, alone and ashamed,
had found his way home to Ithaca. By day he remained hidden in
the palace, and by night, the whole night, he kept dreary watch. He
wept most of the time, no longer the man who had left for the war.
And Homer left. A few days later, another bard came. Also blind, also
called Homer. Atrius tells us he came from Miletus.
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Ioana Nicolaie (b. 1975) started out as a poet, making her debut at
the beginning of the 2000s. Her collections Retouched Photograph,
The North, Belief, Cenotaph, and Autoimmune, all of which are partly
included in the anthology Lomographs (2015), articulate her own
individual style, in which small biographical notes and metaphysical
extrapolation intertwine. It was natural that using this scaffolding she
should make the transition to the novel, publishing first The Heavens
of the Womb (2005), a radiography of the experience of motherhood,
and then A Bird on a Wire (2008), a raw document of student life in the
first decade after the fall of communism, with its constant privations
and fears.
In Black Wormwood, two tragedies are superposed and enter
into dialogue. The first is an individual tragedy, that of a little girl
ostracised on account of her dyslexia, while the second is broader,
historical, encompassing the whole of Eastern Europe: the Chernobyl
disaster (in Ukrainian, Chernobyl means “black wormwood,” whence
the novel’s title). The book’s major quality is Ioana Nicolaie’s
ability to confer on Agustina, her protagonist, a credible voice and
consequently to flesh her out in a manner authors seldom achieve with
child characters.
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On 26 April 1986, the fourth reactor of the Chernobyl Atomic Power
Plant exploded at twenty‑three minutes past one in the morning.
I didn’t know that. Vera tears two pages out of my ABC book. I’m
going to tell on her to Mama, that’ll show her. Rrrip! she tugged the
pages as hard as she could. She’s little. I can’t hit her. I’m seven and I
want to be the best behaved. Like Miss said at school. And I’m not ill.
And if I haven’t died yet, that means I’ll never die. That’s what the doc‑
tor said when I went to see him. I’m crying. What’ll Miss say? What if
she pulls my pigtails and drags me to the blackboard? Miss doesn’t
really hit the children, but she might hit me. Because of the missing
pages. Where am I going to copy my handwriting homework from
now? How I am going to write now? And where am I going to get
a wolf? Because I don’t have the wolf that the goat burnt in the pit
any more. Or the kids. But that’s not so bad. Because I’m not afraid
of their grinning heads on the windowsill like the ones on the crock‑
ery shelf. The wolf ate them and got blood everywhere. There are red
stains on the woodwork, on the pane, all over the window. I think he
must have wrung them and then daubed the walls with a floor brush.
That mister wolf is so bad that he gobbled up the brothers in one
gulp. And he put what was left of them outside for all to see. And the
goat can’t move house. What can she do now? All that’s left of the two
little kids is their bloody heads. They got tricked and like idiots they
didn’t even hide. If you crouch behind the door, anybody can find
you. And if you duck behind the trough, you’ll end up wanting to
sneeze. Because I don’t know how, but the air gets everywhere. It’s still
air when you take a breath, even if you can’t taste it. It’s everywhere,
you can’t escape it. You can live without food, like Lucretia says. You
can last even fifty days if you’re fat like a whale. But without air, you
die within minutes. Best I don’t try to hold my breath, like the young‑
est kid did, out of fear. But at least he listened to the mammy goat
and he had good ears. And he knew that if you’re a wolf you can go to
the blacksmith any time, if you pay. You only have to file your tongue
a little and then after that you can get inside any house, you can trick
everybody. And when you say, Mama open the door, it comes out
reedy, like it was a little girl of my age saying it.
Look what Mama’s brought for you
A block of salt in the vault
A bag of flour in the bower
A bunch of roses for your noses
And then bad wolf that you are, you stuff your belly full.
“Mama, Vera’s torn my ABC book!” I tell on her, and I’m crying.
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Both his main profession (as an archaeologist who has taken part
in digs in France, Morocco, Germany, Israel, England and Turkey)
and his great side hobby (classical music) reverberate in the writing
of Cătălin Pavel (b. 1976), one of the most interesting Romanian
prose writers of the most recent wave. His literary style is intensely
aestheticizing and fantastical, in the local tradition of such writers as
Ștefan Bănulescu and Ștefan Agopian. He made his debut with the
novel Almost a Seventh of the World (2010), which was published in
French translation in 2017, following it with Not One Instant Portasar
(2015), The Crossing (2016), and, most recently, Amber (2017). In
addition to his strictly scholarly articles, Cătălin Pavel also writes
a passionate archaeology column for the Dilema Veche weekly.
The first of the conventions that Cătălin Pavel abolishes in this novel
is that of time: Josquin des Prez travels to an imaginary Dobrudja,
where he meets historical figures that the dictionaries place two
centuries after the Franco‑Flemish composer. The second is that of
reality: events are not to be taken literally, even if the narrator presents
them with a journalistic straight face. Even the words themselves
are often diverted from their denotative path: there are countless
expressions that seem to denote complicated mechanisms, but which
ultimately, once you have looked them up in the dictionary, prove to
be purely euphonious figures of speech. And this is because the major
theme of Amber is literature itself, with all the liberties that it ought to
take and to accept.
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Later, the lad took out a Dobrudja cheese pie and asked Josquin
whether he’d like one, but he declined, and the lad started to eat it,
rotating it, rounding it. For the next few minutes, Josquin was una‑
ble to focus his mind on anything else and finally, he asked for a pie.
It didn’t taste of anything much at first, probably because his mouth
had not been expecting food. Chewing without haste, stuffing the
food inside the blessed place where there was a molar above and
below, he noticed that the pie began to take on a certain taste as he
reduced it to a pulp and as he himself overcame his psychological
inhibition toward eating pies out of the blue, and finally, when he
swallowed the new system of the pie, he immediately decided to take
another mouthful, and this he did, but perhaps he was too hasty and
it wasn’t as good as the first one; then the pain transmitted from his
false teeth to his gums, due to nothing hard, but merely a pie, made
Josquin gloomy. The lad himself looked disgruntled, for his own rea‑
sons, at the end of that experience, and asked him:
“What do you gain by eating?”
“You have to eat.”
Thus did they descend through the grass, more weeds than grass.
A field mouse fled frantically on hearing their approach. They did not
see it, but only the blades of grass and the weeds swaying very quickly.
Maybe it was not a mouse, but some other cautious creature. They
continued to block up the air vents. After a while, Josquin ceased to
make any comment, he listened to the explanations, he imagined
what the lad was saying, he agreed with him, but not openly; then he
heaved a rock, using a special technique, which shifted the weight
not to his spine, but to his legs and pelvis; the rock, thus deceived,
grumbled something. The man was not at all sure of the things he
had been telling the child about World Two. He knew plenty of
cases where people stuck there in Argentina had fallen seriously ill.
Sometimes, two different people arrived in the same place through
the same tunnel, which was against the law and led to a focusing of
the emotional rays of the one on the other, thereby resulting in an
enamourment that came to naught. He continued babbling nonsense,
imagining that it would be of methodological value to the lad and
that he was instilling in him productive illusions as to the possibility
of putting his mind in order. A dog barked, referring to Josquin; the
latter was very disappointed, since he claimed that dogs never barked
at him, which was generally true, but by no means always.
“I watched people and children shooting plywood animals. The
animals fell down and carried on smiling. And then, once only, I saw
Mother in World Two, Argentina, as you call it, am I saying it right?
Mother was giving tokens to the people shooting the animals, and
she was required to smile. And all the people who were shooting,
were in fact aiming at her.”
“They weren’t aiming at her,” Josquin said quickly. “And they wer‑
en’t real rifles.”
“I don’t always see that, only from time to time.”
“We just can’t seem to cover this tunnel. Leave it as it is,” said
Josquin. “How can I put it? You have to have two or three things to
haunt you. But no more than that,” said Josquin, looking frightenedly
from side to side.

Prose

26

Amber

Evening fell, which hindered him from being objective. As they spoke,
they looked distrait at a crow on the electricity wire, which tossed
a walnut into the middle of the road, waited for the camels to pass on
their way to Aghighiol, flew down to collect it, and then did the same
thing all over again.
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The best short prose writer to emerge since 1990, Răzvan Petrescu
(b. 1956) is a case apart, both literarily and biographically. Not only
because he made a late literary debut, when other writers of his age
were already established, not only because he had dedicated himself
to the medical profession only then to abandon it, but also because
his creative metabolism functioned with the precision of a Swiss
timepiece. He publishes infrequently, but when he does, it is always
with the spectacular precision of sentences that are constructed like
musical compositions. Before Mandarina, his opus amounted to just
three volumes of short stories (Summer Garden, Eclipse and One
Friday Afternoon), two plays, and four eclectic books, all of which bore
the imprint of stylistic excellence: Foxtrot XX, Variations on a Theme by
Vater‑Puccini, Letters to Mihai, and Freud’s Teddy Bear.
Under a flawless stylistic mask, Răzvan Petrescu conceals both
splendour and terror. Few are the writers whose fantastical proclivity
not to sound implausible and whose appetite to do violence to the
real avoid becoming a mere pretext for combinatorial absurdity. In
Mandarina, Răzvan Petrescu invents situations, condiments them
eruditely (musical and literary references are all‑pervasive) and lets
them move around in the realest possible reality: it dawns on a writer
that his literary work influences the order of things and he ends up
becoming a serial killer; an intelligence officer becomes addicted to
knowing everything about the man he is staking out.
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You can set about writing a new book the way you might go to a place
of work, to a depot, for example. You need to be in a certain mood.
Usually, you require a certain mood for the first sentence in particu‑
lar, especially if it’s the last, and you can’t obtain it easily, you keep
writing it, deleting it, altering it, you concentrate, you get up off your
chair, you hit the top of your head on the ceiling, you cast yourself
to the ground, you build a one‑man shelter under the floor, which is
why it’s good to live in the country, where you have earth underfoot,
a cow, hens, rabbits, a racehorse, you’re back on your revolving chair
and you wonder whether it’s fitting to begin a story with something
about not being able to get down to writing a new book, maybe not,
it lacks all sparkle, and even if it’s stated clearly, it’s not clear what
it’s about, a new story or a new book, you delete it all and gingerly
type, it’s been years since I wrote anything, I’ve had articles published,
interviews, reviews, opinion pieces, photographs taken long ago, not
all of them of me, I haven’t written for three years, seven to be exact,
and the fear of never being able to write anything again is surpassed
only by the fear that I’ll go to a different country and above all the
terror that I might be writing badly right now, as happens once you
get old, when the wry smile makes its appearance, the one brought
on by prostate problems, by your sideburns falling out, by the fear
of death, it might be a death devoid of grandeur, in an ordinary bed
at home or in hospital, not on the battlefield, with sword raised, in
red uniform with a border guard’s white braids, but in pyjama bot‑
toms that sag at back and a top whose elbow is worn from rubbing
against the rusty nightstand since I’ll go on writing badly till the very
last moment when I’ll collapse on the linoleum freshly scrubbed with
disinfectant solution, the favourite brand of the hospital ward cock‑
roaches that will crawl over my shrunken body, and in the other bed
there’ll be a musician who’s had a double bypass but who will still
smuggle in booze and who’ll smoke oblivious to the risk that the
grafts of his internal mammary artery might simultaneously clog
up, I’ll collapse with a thump and nobody, neither a nurse reeking of
Chanel no. 5, nor a lady doctor wearing motorcycle goggles and her
hair in a ponytail that she’ll untie to brush my face with locks, titter‑
ing with all the tenderness of a sexual innuendo, but where should
we hide lest the others see us, the professor who arrives to make his
second examination, my literature teacher from secondary school, he
arrived here too back in the day, when he was a poet, what can I do to
hit on the best entrée to the heart of the story, how to recognise the
heart, it oughtn’t to be edible, since if I eat it, I’ll find myself without
a subject, or, if it was bitter, I’ll be left with a half‑eaten subject, since
it’s compulsory to take at least one bite of all the themes, even if you
don’t like them, it’s an invariable law of belle lettres, just as it is plain
that there are numerous matters that need to be resolved before you
sit down at your desk, the inheritance, who gets custody of the child,
if you have more than one it’s tricky, or else no, you take them to an
orphanage, sign on the dotted line and it’s over with, you get back to
work, your desk, your computer, where evening will catch up with
you staring at the screen, whiter and whiter, smaller and smaller, you
can’t set about writing a new book like some nullity, like a church
caretaker, you have to make sacrifices, to sit in the cold, to eat tins
of deep‑sea fish, stale rolls, not to sleep for nights in a row while you
solve complex problems to do with gravitation, to endure the interro‑
gations of other writers with a thousand‑watt lamp pitilessly blazing
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into your retinas, to shelter in abandoned factories, to push Pobedas
on wheels taken from children’s prams, to dig graves in the stubborn
soil of the park, in which to bury false corpses, to place wreaths on
the heads of the prize‑winners, let them wear the daisy‑chain crowns
they’ve craved their whole lives, then to listen to the gravedigger’s
tales, maybe you’ll find inspiration in them. If you have dysgraphia,
inspiration will be in vain, because you’ll write so horribly and with
so many spelling mistakes that nobody will understand what you’re
on about. Not even you, after a few paragraphs. And the gravedigger
will wander off to some other grieving onlookers, his neck crooked.
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Marta Petreu (b. 1955) made her literary debut in 1981 with Bring
the verbs, a collection of poems that writes glosses in the margins
of female resilience in a world of men. More than the violence of
confrontation, her poetry enacts a form of acuity. The same thing also
occurs in her other collections: Morning of the young ladies, Psychic
place, Shameless poems, The Apocalypse according to Marta. Her
literary career runs parallel with her academic career, in which
argumentation and research combine, whether what is at stake is
the logic of close reading, as in Unfinished Theses or whether the
protagonists are leading names in Romanian culture, such as Emil
Cioran or Eugène Ionesco. Her First novel, At Home, on Armageddon’s
Plain, won critical praise for its type of harrowing confession.
After her first novel documented the traumas experienced by a family
from rural Transylvania, The Midnight Soup similarly centres on
a monument of hatred. The novel captures the tension that a woman
comes to experience in her relationship with her husband, a subtly
aggressive man capable of exerting constant psychological terror.
The erstwhile art student with a gift for painting is reduced to
a modern‑day Medea, hatching complicated plots for revenge. This
explains the metaphor contained in the novel’s title, which comes from
a French expression for a ritual of disguised poisoning.
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It was, as I’ll never forget, a February morning, with a milky mist.
In Grigorescu there’s always mist, it climbs the hill, because of the
River Someș. It was after seven, I was hurrying to get to the labora‑
tory before eight, even though there was nobody to rush me, they
wouldn’t have dared check up on me! The curtain was drawn and I
was watching to see the air change colour and become pellucid and
bluish, as happens on mornings in late winter, early spring. That’s
my time, morning coffee time, when my young daughter is asleep
and I can occupy myself with my own thoughts, looking at the
branches of the walnut tree. A beautiful tree, at least seventy years
old… they didn’t allow us to cut it down when we built the block of
flats. If they’d let us, we’d have set the building further back, so that
you wouldn’t be able to hear the cars on the main road. It is on this
moment that the whole day depends, when I drink my coffee and go
over all my problems. Half‑jokingly, half‑seriously, I’ve always kept
this habit. Above all else, Olguța, thank the Lord, is well, she’s in good
health, asleep in her bedroom, with the door closed. And I have my
flat, brand new, all mine. After the law which that lot passed, which
finally let you build your own house, rather than wait for the state
to give you one readymade, there was no longer any danger of your
being taken to task for having a home of your own… eight flats, since
we were all in a hurry to take advantage of the law. It was expensive,
obviously, we spent everything we had, we borrowed, we’re still in
debt, paying off the loan, but… Banea was very decent about it, lent
me more than fifty thousand, which allowed me to take heart. I’ve got
a flat now, the best building I’ve ever lived in. The top floor, so that
I don’t have hear the neighbours pissing overhead! Nobody else liv‑
ing on the same landing, one person per floor, a solid building, like
the ones in the city centre or on Andrei Mureșanu, solid walls and big
rooms, not like that poky hovel in Gheorgheni, in a building made
of leaky breeze blocks. And just two entrances. For the last year or so,
since I moved in, a grown man, with a ten‑year‑old child and a hump‑
backed servant, that simpleton from the Moon, but she’s devoted to
Olguța, since we moved in, I’ve done nothing but decorate my home…
new furniture, out with the old decrepit stuff, fusty with memories…
granted, I’ve kept a few items, the armchair, the desk… my money ran
out, and I could hardly make do without a desk.
And I still haven’t hired a carpenter to do the shelves, that’s
what it’s like when you move, things get lost, broken. I need shelves,
because all my stuff is heaped up all over the place, wherever I
dumped it after the move… here I am talking, and I’ve drank the last
drop of instant coffee.
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Bogdan‑Alexandru Stănescu (b. 1979) made his debut as an incisive
reviewer of contemporary literature and since the early 2000s he
has written regular columns for Romania’s leading cultural weeklies.
His own literary debut was the product of his all‑consuming passion
for reading and for exploring different viewpoints: What Separates
Us (2010), a dialogue with writer Vasile Ernu. Likewise, his Enter,
Ghost (2013) a collection of letters to Osip Mandelstam, is also an
interpretative dialogue, this time with an absent interlocutor. It was
against this backdrop that he published Then, after the battle, we
caught our breath and anabasis, two collections of poetry that took
the critics by surprise. Another surprise was to come in 2017, when he
published his novel The Childhood of Kaspar Hauser, which confirmed
the existence of a powerful prose writer beneath the critic’s robe.
A collection of short stories or an autobiographical novel (the book
can be read as both), The Childhood of Kaspar Hauser reconstructs
the sentimental education of a young man growing up in the 2000s:
with a mesmerising stepfather, an incomparable purveyor of family
myths and Bucharest adventures; with an adolescence lived amid
the spectacle of a violent and colourful city suburb in the years
immediately after the Revolution; with a disillusioned period as
a philology student, during which the unwritten rules of the world of
writers subtly begin to make themselves felt. What holds together the
twelve narrative sequences is the narratorial voice, seemingly always
the same, and displaying a precision and elegance of which few prose
writers are capable today.
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Leaving 23 August Park by a hole the lads had made in the wire mesh
fence that was higher than my head and which was clad in a blan‑
ket of leaves, I would emerge on Major Coravu, the main road, with
its two lanes of traffic separated by smudges of green planted with
flowers, which I would cross at a run, always darting a hopeful glance
at the stadium, where he had never taken me, and then I would turn
off onto another street, at a right angle to the main road, carry on
running, soaked to the skin, holding my bag full of small fry until
all out of breath I reached Vatra Luminoasă, the district where the
blind people lived, although I’d never seen them, but only the traffic
signs that depicted them as extra‑terrestrials, just like the ones in the
serial broadcast from Bulgaria at the time, The Invaders, which evap‑
orated when you shot them, just like the water from my drying skin.
It was always summer. It is as if I never went to Vatra Luminoasă in
wintertime, although I know that’s not possible, just as I know that
Children’s World was not always blanketed in the snow I see now
in this black‑and‑white photograph, in which I’m standing next to
Mama and a sheet‑metal Puss‑in‑Boots. On Strada Stoian Militaru, on
Saturdays, when I used to come home from school at twelve o’clock,
it would always be raining or it would have just stopped raining, and
from the direction of the trees that bordered the pavement, whose
roots had wrestled the tarmac until they managed to break through
to the fresh air, armies of huge earthworms would be advancing, like
coiled snakes, forcing you to do a slalom among them.
So, I would run down Strada Rușchița until I arrived in Vatra
Luminoasă, with its missing blind people, then I would turn off onto
a cobbled lane (you used to tell me that cobblestones were good for
car tyres, but other people, like Bébé Conman, explained to me how
they ruined a car’s wheel hubs), until I reached the two‑storey house
with the wrought iron gate, above which always rose the slender stem
of a magnolia in bloom, from which I would snap off a bud for you.
And every time I opened the heavy door—a sheet of thick glass clad in
rusting but still black metal, with islets of old paint, an ancient, peel‑
ing green—my chest would be filled with the first smell, that of our
first visit, a mixture of decay, flowers, and cellars, above which hov‑
ered overpoweringly the smell of frying. And I would start to hop, the
way I did on my first visit, attempting to cross the tenebrous hall on
one leg, stepping on either only black or only white tiles, keeping my
eyes fixed on the door at the back, which gave onto the garden. The
hall was a road built with the specific purpose of accustoming your
eyes to the gloom of the garden with its vine arbour, from which, as I
remember, hung bunches of grapes that were small but so sweet that
after I ate one the roof of my mouth would cease to notice the softly
rancid reek of the old villa, as if their taste had required me to sign
a mysterious compact with the old house and its secret smells.
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Vlad Zografi (b. 1960) studied Physics but made his debut as a prose
writer immediately after the 1989 Revolution and over the next two
decades went on to forge a successful career as a playwright. His
plays have garnered the praise of both directors and critics, with The
Future is Wastepaper, America and Acoustics, and Isabela, My Love
winning a number of national literary prizes. In 2012, he published
The Inner Infinite, a penetrating series of essays exploring the relations
between mind and creativity. With Life’s Secondary Effects, published
in 2016, Zografi made a return to prose fiction, and his recent
Seven October has been hailed as one of contemporary Romanian
literature’s most complex and intuitive novels.
The title of Seven October alludes to the National Day of the German
Democratic Republic. Today, three decades after the fall of the Berlin
Wall, it may no longer exist as a state, but its memory lingers on. And
it obsesses the mind of a struggling poet for whom the experience
of travelling abroad was synonymous with the DDR. Mortally ill, in
his memory he replays moments of symbolic importance, which
include numerous love affairs, each exotic in its own way, and makes
deep incisions in today’s Romanian culture, divided between “mice”
and “industrials” and dominated by a network for success whose
reticulations are all but impenetrable.
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I’ve always wondered whether I’m a courageous man. I used to
quarrel with anybody who gave me the opportunity. I would react
uncontrollably. After a summary and tendentious examination, the
psychiatrists would probably have pronounced me paranoid. Day
after day, I fed on my own aggression. But none of all that meant
courage. In the few circumstances where I genuinely ought to have
displayed courage, I behaved ambiguously, attempting to play a rôle
acceptable not only to others but also to myself. On the other hand, I
dreamed up scenarios in which my actions would have showed deter‑
mined courage, and I believed they were not only possible but real,
with the pathological giftedness of the writer who erases the bounda‑
ries between word and world. In other words, my courage was always
virtual. But this time, as the tram jolted, in my brain I painfully felt
the lump that was the concentration of my old guilt, my inoperable
cancer, and I let myself be impelled by a paradoxical strength that
forced me to open my mouth: “Hey, lads, that’s no way to treat a lady.”
An incident that happened a few years ago then came to my
mind. I was in a quite swanky restaurant, at a table with poets from
abroad. Next to me was sitting a loquacious Frenchwoman with short
hair and rows of studs in both ears. Her whole life, she had churned
out poems and had simple, clear ideas, in keeping with what the
good Descartes had taught her. I pretended to pay her a modicum of
attention. I nodded, mumbled, refrained from saying anything intelli‑
gent or from ogling too obviously the thighs of the Bulgarian woman
to my right. When I noticed her glass was empty, I poured her some
wine from the carafe. First, she pulled an indignant face, having been
left speechless, then she started to yell at me. How dare I? So what if
she was a woman? Did that mean she couldn’t pour her own drink?
She didn’t need anybody’s protection! What world was I living in?
My gesture expressed nothing but male superiority, machismo, con‑
descension, boorishness, etc. etc. She went on and on. Finally, I told
her, “La bite du cheval au sommet de la colline,” stood up, took the
carafe, hurled it on the floor. Shards and wine sprayed everywhere. All
the poets and poetesses kept mystical silence. I made my exit without
another word.
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Constantin Abăluță (b. 1938) is one of contemporary Romanian
poetry’s subtlest innovators. He has worked with a number of models
of imagery and is usually ahead of his time, organically, without
making concessions to fashion: it has been said of him that he
is a surrealist, a poet of the objective, a minimalist, and so on. In
any event, the subtle intellectualism of his writing has remained
a constant. Attentive to rhythm, even if he does not employ classic
prosody, meticulous in his line breaks, Abăluță is ultimately a literary
poet in continual search of the experience beyond the letter of the
book. He made his debut in 1964, with The Light of the Earth, which
was followed at a brisk pace by more than twenty other collections,
including Stone, Psalms, One, Ewww‑Erre, Journeys, Objects of
Silence, 11 Heresies, The Same Sands, and Somebody who doesn’t
know me walks the streets.
If in Spoon River Anthology Edgar Lee Masters collected the history
of a vanished community, Constantin Abăluță attempts to reconstruct
a family mythology on etymological foundations. The deliberate
allusions come from elsewhere, from Italian literature in particular
(Lampedusa, Bontempelli, Buzzati), and lead to reverie. But Abăluță
still maintains an intense cultural engagement even where the
temptation to simplify is justifiably huge. Personal tradition and
mythology, the spirit of the genetic enclave, are mere filters for the
delicate tuning of sensations to be found in Poem for those not present.

Poetry

38

Poem for Those Not Present

Faraway Spaces
The men of my family were priests and teachers
and the women weavers inheriting ancestral loom
as a child I liked to play in the rooms of granddad’s house
moving closer to and farther from
the clack of the warp beams
or the nasal hum
of the plainsong
seeking the place where the two sounds merged
and finding it on the top step of the stair that ended
at the wooden ceiling curled up
there I would listen
to the thrum made as if by creatures from another planet
landing in the unbuilt belvedere
to which granddad’s imagined stair led
To granddad’s house came not aliens but the communists
who nationalised it
through the rooms humming with plainsong and the clack
of the loom
spread the heavy silence of sacks of insecticide
that rotted at will
since the warehouse was abandoned and only
the rats still visited it
Whereafter my memory goes on strike
there is a certain crossroads where you part from experiences
the way you would part with a stray dog
that walked with you a while
until it started to drizzle
and your mobile ringing abruptly startled it away
I find it hard to grasp there are still plenty of faraway spaces
where you forget the letters of the alphabet
I would like to be in one of them
to sit on a chair
and let the days pass without me
Portrait at a Crossroads
Uncle Florea often visits us
sits silent on a chair and smokes shag tobacco
brownish‑yellow moustache fingers teeth
he speaks slowly and you could swear somebody
were peeling corncobs nearby
he seems to apologise for the bother and not to care
of his four daughters one is dead
some relatives say she killed herself for love
others tell a different story it’s a taboo subject
mother never did manage to get him to stay for dinner
he drinks only red wine (the stuff he himself brings us)
and he puffs away
I’ve drawn Uncle Florea lots of times
when the corncobs of his voice speak to me
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they’re smaller and sleepier
he looks at my drawings and nods
he seems to recognise himself or else he likes them
because he doesn’t ask any questions
silences red wine shag tobacco my pencil racing
over the paper
father takes me aside and tells me to give him
the portrait as a present
Uncle Florea declines father insists
to this day I don’t know whether the portrait reached
its addressee
at what crossroads do people’s gestures fade
what ray of sunlight still strikes in the silent
skull box
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Appreciated in the United States, where his poetry has been included
in a number of major anthologies (and where, in 2007, he published
a collection titled The Catalan Within), Radu Andriescu (b. 1962) came
to prominence in Romania only two decades after he made his literary
debut. In 2016, to be precise, his collection When there’s no more
air garnered broad critical praise. Since then, interest in Andriescu’s
writing has extended retroactively, bringing to light older works, such
as Mirror on the Wall (1992) and Back Door (1994), and has led to
timely reception of new collections, such as The Frost Between Them
(2017) and Provincial Jedi (2018).
At one point in Provincial Jedi, Radu Andriescu is tempted to write
a novel about a character in search of a left‑wing wife in a backward
East European country. It would be a major theme, he tells us and tells
himself, a theme that would combine the private and the social, history
at the individual and the collective level. The passage in question
is ironically reflexive. But it ends up subtly undermining the text: for
Provincial Jedi is just such a book (not a novel, but a poem of narrative
tensions), constructed around an errant teacher, whose memory
amalgamates scenes from the grey transition years with commuter
flashbacks, forming a fine mesh through which the whole of the real
is filtered without spillage and, on the other side, references to the
founding myths of contemporary feeling.
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Sensations and Perception
The hero is unbalanced.
He cleaved.
He glowered, in the others’ eyes.
He pondered ethics and morality.
He sliced once more.
At the debriefing, in the big tent,
he looks at the plums on the table.
Cross‑eyed from countless ethnic upheavals,
with unstoppable faith,
his eyes gauge his sword. They gauge his comrades,
they gauge his empty pocket. His pride
is boundless.
Sundry legends
oblige him to strike a pose.
He’d like to go to bed. To be much smaller
than the tale.
To contract. Between battle
and moral philosophy—he munches the plum—
lies merely the distance of a cramp.
He’s afraid to tell them.
He regards the plums on the table, strewn among maps.
He feels awkward in the cochlea of words.
His battles are intestines.
He comes out of his tent only when the light forgives.
His status demands of him victories. Even the eyes
of the pale slave, who came down with flu last campaign,
demand of him clear victories.
Fraudulent, ignorant of life’s meaning,
in discussions public or private,
the baggy‑eyed hero induces the idea that victory
is just a matter of perception.
The Frozen Tomcat
Jólaköttur, vicious tomcat of giantess Grýla,
watches the snowy village from up on the hill.
Among the firs, only his eyes are visible,
two luminous, motionless moons.
Monstrous fashion policeman, tomcat Jóla
descends from the mountains
every Christmas
to gobble up any villager who dares
greet the holiday without new clothes.
Even if only a pair of socks.
The children are terrified. The bloodthirsty tomcat
stalks their bedtime stories,
and the poems they learn in nursery school.
Iceland is a small country, any crime
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is front‑page news for a long while.
But in all Jóla’s
two hundred years,
no editor has ever dared
publish a story
about the frozen tomcat’s crimes.
The Blacksmith
Not unduly sentimental, they stood on the riverbank
regarding the water around the girls.
Eddies and pebbles. Chunks of blue sunlight.
The rounded ripples of afternoon.
As required, they stole the fake‑feather coats
of the flax weavers. Two of them whistled merrily,
raising the plastic to the sky. Völundr,
stooped in thought,
kept his bushy‑browed silence.
He knew brief haggling would ensue,
that he and his brothers would take the girls home.
And then, inevitably, the whole story.
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Ana Blandiana (b. 1942) is one of the profoundest voices in post‑war
Romanian literature. Her first collection of poems, First Person Plural,
with a preface by Nicolae Manolescu, the most fashionable young
literary critic of the moment, was published in 1964, bringing her
renown among a select circle of a generation of poets that was itself
highly select. A significant moment in her career came in the final
years of the communist period, when she published a collection of
subversive poems and was banned by the authorities. Since 1990,
she has tirelessly dedicated herself to civil society, while continuing
to publish poetry, prose and essays with a strongly autobiographical
note, such as her remarkable Faux Treatise on Manipulation (2013).
The given theme to which Ana Blandiana’s variations refer is one
which, in one way or another, has always preoccupied poets: death.
The death of her husband Romulus Rusan, to be precise, with
whom Blandiana shared a long and beautiful love story. His death,
experienced as an existential amputation, is filtered through an
uninterrupted dialogue to the point that the book implicitly becomes
a plea for equanimity, for spiritual equilibrium. Such is the paradoxical
conclusion reached by the critics, not few in number, who have written
about the collection.
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I remember I wondered once
Whether we had two guardian angels,
Since we were always together
And two would have been a waste.
Just one would have been enough for us.
It had never crossed my mind
That we might be parted
And then the angel
Would be obliged to choose
Or maybe one of us
Would have to relinquish.
Tell me honestly,
Don’t you regret leaving him
Just to me?
Just as between body and spirit
Between word and the meaning it conceals
There is great confusion,
As if there were a single
Inseparable miracle,
When the miracle is separation itself,
The instant when the word’s flesh falls
From the white, dry bones
Of the meaning,
And we discover
That the soul has always bound us together
More than the blood
“I have a pact with the mirror,” you told me.
“For it to show you just as I see you.
It’s sworn me loyalty unto death.”
And for decades
The mirror remained loyal to you:
It showed me only bathed
In your luminous tear,
Like in a living water
That preserved me unchanged
Like in a fairy tale.
I look in the mirror
And I fearfully await the change.
But look,
Nothing happens
What proof more wonderful
That you do not cease to look at me?
“Where’s the gent?” the old women at the market asked
when I went without you, the old women from whom you used to buy
dill, parsley and, when they had it, lovage.
“He shouldn’t leave you on your own.”
“The old women from the market were asking after you. “Where’s
the gent,” I told you on my return and you were so
proud and amused that I forgot to add that they also said
you shouldn’t leave me on my own.”
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Of all the poets of his generation, Romulus Bucur (b. 1956) is radically
original. His originality was remarked upon from the very start. An
“authenticist” avant la lettre, a “biographist” avant la lettre, a minimalist
avant la lettre, he practises a solitary style of poetry, whose tutelary
spirit is Ezra Pound rather than Beatniks like Ginsberg or Ferlinghetti.
Nevertheless, he is hardly isolated: his name can be found on the
shortlist of the best poets of the Monday Cenacle, alongside the
names of Mircea Cărtărescu, Traian T. Coșovei, and Alexandru
Mușina. He made his debut in 1984, with The Weight of the Ink on the
Paper, which was followed by Literature, Life (1989), Love and Bravura
(1995), Songlet(s): fast food poets, and his magnificent Art of War
(2015), half‑anthology, half‑cycle in which he adopts the persona of
a Roman legionary.
The oddness of the title must be seen as a paraphrase of a collection
published a few years ago by Romulus Bucur’s contemporary
Caius Dobrescu: Ode to Free Enterprise. Engaging in an amicable
Schubertiade, Bucur recomposes the other volume, but a few
semitones lower. In other words, he places the responsibility for
his poetry, born of memory and observation, on the shoulders of
characters with varying rôles, ranging from the image of himself as an
adolescent and as a student member of the Monday Cenacle to the
little old woman who rules over the final part of the book. Is it social
poetry or a reductio ad absurdum metaphor for each and every one of
us? Is it Brechtian notation or Poundian make‑it‑new? The ambiguity is
never resolved, to the enhancement of the poetry itself.
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***
in a TV documentary a great white
shark acts as if it were
a pig from the breed of the same name: the cameraman
had been lowered inside a metal cage and the shark
instead of following its nature and attacking him
turned around and released a yellowish and no doubt
pestilential cloud a shoal of small fish
rushed up
full of enthusiasm & hoping
to find something to eat
…
and there I was thinking that we humans
came up with the custom of the small
eating the shit of the large
***
autumn scent is quite a fitting cliché
to convey the ineffable mood
suggested by a line from hölderlin rilke or arghezi
global warming
or some other global conspiracy
means that even after the equinox we’re still
wearing short‑sleeved shirts
or t‑shirts
a lucky thing there’s this cold driving rain
(replete with literary allusion)
the shorter days
the feeling time is at a standstill
under the grey air
of solidified glass
a concrete rectangle fringed with trees
a bird in one of them a few dry leaves underfoot
(a magpie on a branch—you don’t know the tune
and you wouldn’t understand the words)
it’s time to retreat to an outdoor café and
have a coffee
with a tot of something
***
a bird corpse
on the railway ties
two kids place a small
coin on the rail
after the wheels roll
over it it’s splatted
like the glob of spit expertly
lobbed by the bloke on the platform’s edge
to the exact halfway point
between the tracks
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***
in the tenth grade just back from the barber’s
the teacher deemed our haircuts
non‑regulation even though they were less
than a centimetre in length they weren’t
shaved at back and you and nitti decided
to shave the rest of your heads in protest
nitti was a gangster from the untouchables
the serial on telly
but it was quite a good nickname
for your best friend
you both went to your house because you’d boasted
about your dad’s electric razor
it really was a good razor but it couldn’t crop
nitti’s thick hair so it was still a normal razorblade
that did the job and then he splashed on aftershave
he roared my head’s on fire and he put it under the cold tap
you went jogging along the bank of the mureș and he kept
saying I can feel my long hair fluttering in the wind probably
phantom limb syndrome after all he did go on
to be a surgeon I’d just read
in the young communists daily a piece by coman șova
who said it was no great trauma if boys at vocational school
were shaved bald (we were at lycée) anyway I felt really proud
of myself when I strode across the classroom
to the blackboard with a shaved head
and a moustache
old woman with little dog
on your way to the taxi rank
(you were in a hurry to get to the station)
you saw an old woman & little dog
around her kids on
scooters roller skates skateboards
the old woman went up to a rubbish
bin started searching
it painstakingly
found a bread roll:
kept half for herself
gave have to the little dog
your hand went spontaneously to your rucksack
to take out the sandwich you make yourself
on sundays to this day you can’t understand
why instead of doing so
you climbed inside a taxi
and left
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Hard to categorise, having written in numerous genres, Ruxandra
Cesereanu (b. 1963) is nonetheless one of the most important
Romanian poets of the last three decades. Her collections of poetry
include Live Zone (1993), The Garden of Delights (1993), Falling
above the City (1994), Venice with Violet Veins (2001), and Forgiven
Submarine (2007), an experimental volume that she co‑wrote with
Andrei Codrescu. As has often been said, in her writing career
Ruxandra Cesereanu has followed a neo‑oneiric course, working
with surrealist materials and cultivating psychedelic imagery. Her
prose fiction, including The Birth of Liquid Desires (2007) and Angelus
(2010), has taken the same direction. In parallel with her literary career,
Ruxandra Cesereanu is well known as a researcher of the literature of
communist Romania’s political prisons.
Letter to a Friend and Back Again to the Nation is not the only book
to have been prompted by the sense of emergency which, over the
last two years, has been growing ever more acute in Romanian
society. But it is certainly the most powerful and the most memorable,
since Ruxandra Cesereanu succeeds in imbuing it with an oracular
tone, capable of reinvigorating political poetry (a mode fatally
compromised by Ceaușescu’s court poets in the period up to 1989)
and transforming it into an act of conscience, be it civic, be it only
humanistic. If this act has drawn on previous literary landmarks (the
poet herself declares them to have been Petre Stoica, Alexandru
Mușina and Ion Monoran), then it should be viewed as a form of the
moral dialogue in which poetry always has and always will engage.
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whisper to me by chat app how you’ve been as the nation goes down
the drain!
remember how God asks Christ,
in one of the impossible gospels,
whether he’s taken the good news to the dead?
the nation is now an open wound,
although under the skin you see not flesh but a flag with a hole in
the middle,
ponging of fusty old age.
you’re captive inside your cranial bones
while the nation sits next to us like an abandoned dog.
personal depression and national depression are old ladies
on a bench by a front gate, under a tatty cherry tree,
while trucks and dusty buses pass by on the main road,
on whose windows a child passenger’s finger has written:
mammy I love you daddy I miss you.
national depression can turn into personal depression any time at all,
mister Hyde wears a worker’s flat cap or is an ogre with fibreglass lips.
well, have you taken the good news to the dead like it says in
a forbidden gospel?
or is our nation the very substance
from which sticky sleep concocts its musical notes?
you don’t need the erotic in order to write a poem that’s patriotic,
you don’t need conspirators with sideburns or indignant bystanders,
you don’t need armour to break down a wall of gelatine,
when the nation is imperfect and homes for autists have been
closed down.
thus whispers the Hydess to mister Hyde, next to the cranial bones of
a nation.
the missionaries greet us by e‑mail in the name of Jesus,
from all four corners of the earth,
so that we’ll be transformed into the foreordained servants
if we manage to break open the piggy‑banks of our minds.
outside the window, the nation looks as light as a feather in the
pie‑scented winter.
let me tell you about a Sunday scene among the housing blocks.
a pigeon pecking a potato chip from a burst bag, the dirty boots of
a girl on her way to church, a car honking because an old woman is
crossing the road too slowly. across the road, child beggars pressed
up against a second‑hand clothes shop,
each with a sprig of mistletoe in his woolly hat. the chemist’s is open
on the day of rest, folk are ailing maggots most of their lives.
police stand by the wooden cross for the dead of December ’89, gyp‑
sies chase the faithful when they light candles, prayers have scorched
and smoked the sheet metal and it’ll be scorched for years to
come. cheap wine in plastic barrels for the paupers of the Mănăștur
housing estate,
crumpled Coca‑Cola bottles and crumbled remnants of bagel
on the ground, hanging laundry has turned into icebergs on
hermetic balconies.
this is the Romanian rhapsody henceforth, servants of the Lord.
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An exotic figure, Nora Iuga (b. 1931) has transformed both her
writing and her biography into a never‑ending artistic performance.
In the beginning (Mine is not the blame, 1968) her style revealed
a surrealistic sensibility, and over the course of time her poetry has
moved through a number of subtle stages (Opinions on Pain, 1980,
The Heart as a Boxer’s Fist, 1982). Since 1990, having in the meantime
also converted to a highly distinctive, intellectually sensorial prose
(Leopold Bloom’s Soap, 1993, The Sexagenarian and the Young Man,
2000), Nora Iuga the poet has been enhanced by the freshness she
brings to her public appearances: far from posing as a statuesque
poet at the apogee of her career, she practises a youthful spontaneity
in tune with the stylistics of the youngest generation of writers.
It often happens, particularly to those endowed with aesthetic
acuity, that one might read works of prose as if they developed not
a narrative thread but a poetic tension. This has been called the
supreme form of literary admiration. And in this collection of poems
it is such an experiment that Nora Iuga puts into practice. To be exact,
returning to one of her best‑known novels, Swan with Two Entrances
(2003), she employs an aleatory algorithm to select therefrom
passages which she then repaginates as poetic lines. No matter how
ludic the experiment, the result is bewildering. It speaks simultaneously
of the amphibious nature of Nora Iuga’s writing and about a certain
underlying sense of tragedy, which her writing reveals only on
a second reading.
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I know they hate me
don’t forget
the purse and the nitroglycerine so put a smile on your mouth
a muzzle to conceal the refrain ohne ende
I haven’t seen you for ages have you been ill
no I was in switzerland germany france Italy
I know they hate me now I hear their thoughts
death seeks you at home but why not
in the summer garden above which passes the bahn
ein weissburgunder bitte I felt the bite of the wheels
across my parting inured to the blunt teeth of the comb
two seconds younger
and you child
mine two seconds younger than me
before sleep the cool breeze from your eyes
the shifting air beneath the wings of the birds that fly
to warm climes finds me with you always
makes the coffee boil over I always forget where I’ve put my glasses
nobody watches television any more
in this house the ear alone registers numbers
names doomed to oblivion
I stopped buying cigarettes
once I used to write
that my mood was divorced from the object
there are unfortunates who pluck their senses
with tweezers and extract them from their brains I scour the ashtrays
since I stopped buying cigarettes I smoke stubs
I don’t know which might be the most
I move on I’m afraid of certain words
but even so such verbosity is risky
I don’t care I can almost see his hand toss it away
after the first ten pages a road without markings
is dangerous and without prospects
the sky no longer exists
the cloudy days
when the birds come down so close to the earth
the sky no longer exists and the worm couldn’t give a shit
and go fuck yourself how the hell can
a mere sexual spasm cause such devastation
in the brain I really believed in a voyage to Cythera
oh well a hundred ducks don’t make a swan
I can’t go on I’m going to take to drink
the will isn’t suitable ground for
I can’t find the word again
brainlessness and genius think God
is completely brainless
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I try to adapt
how complete and how naked is the one who has
nothing left to lose at four o’clock when I drink my coffee I
always hear
in my ear I love you I smile knowingly
I think of the executioner with boundless tenderness I try to adapt
between germany and romania I’m a real pendulum
on the one hand the meatgrinder of cities
on the other the green foot of the waste ground something
isn’t working
inside me only my soles on the sand of kobo abe’s last night
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V. Leac (b. 1973) made a late and not particularly noisy debut with
The Apocrypha of Genghis Khan (2001). His standing as a poet was
to stabilise only later, when the critics ceased to treat his consistent
irony as an exception to the rule, but as the rule itself, as a given,
a trademark. By a process of accumulation, with volumes such as
Seymour: sonata for paper trumpet (2005), Dictionary of dreams
(2006), and We’re all worried (2010), Leac has become the Romanian
patent holder of a formula for strangeness that situates him at the
forefront of a literature shot through with post‑humanist iridescences.
His recent collection Monoideal confirms his poetry as having reached
the highest pinnacle.
“I’ve always wanted to write poems for two or three slightly distracted
astronauts barely clinging to life.” In the foregoing, half‑jesting words,
V. Leac articulates an essential truth about the poems in Monoideal,
whose coldness seems to be co‑ordinated by a high‑tech device and
which seems to be addressed to those engulfed by an astronomical
singularity. Not necessarily because they have departed on an
interstellar mission, but quite simply because, having been driven
across the border or having been engulfed by the exhausting routines
of daily work, they remain prisoners of their own senses.
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The Zone of the Devastated
What do we do, we the ambitionless who engage
in irrational interior monologues?
We who know we’re trapped in pettiness, weariness,
we to whom everything seems distant, impossible?
What do we do, we the dead‑enders, the discontented?
When we happen to have a nice evening out,
it all seems so easy to us, but later on,
alone once more, we die slowly, meaninglessly.
We the blasé, who don’t want exercise and ergotherapy;
we who secretly wish to be teleported to a reservation,
where there’s a party with illusions and allusions,
the party which we know no one ever leaves.
Those for whom religion now means nothing,
family nothing, nature nothing, animals nothing, kids nothing…
Science no longer satisfies our imagination, our intelligence.
We who would so much like to love, but when it
happens, we find it impossible, exhausting.
What do we do, we who get bogged down in detail, who see
flaws everywhere, who can’t stand the smarmy, but sometimes
get caught in their trap. We who live for scrolling and
routine work, for confusion and waste?
We, yes them, the devoid of energy and opportunity, the left waiting…
When we get what we want we don’t want what we’ve got.
Consumers of bad films, dry humour, dodgy texts.
The past means nothing to us, the present is elsewhere,
the future impossible.
What do we do, we who are sick of poetry and art?
Those with low skills and a poor sense of direction?
All we want is to be left alone, to wheedle
in bathrooms and dark corridors, like zombies.
We who never wanted to grow up;
we who didn’t want to know the risible and meaningless.
What do we do, we who weren’t hip to the schemes
and were left forever stuck here in the zone of the devastated?
Festival of the Most Confused Unpleasant Event
I’m caught up in disasters, like in that game, BAD JOOJOO—
the heaviest blows are the ones that come from friends.
A lack of foresight or a breakdown of trust?
The game’s a joke that puts you in some nasty, invisible zone.
If I had a bus‑sized millipede, I’d let it loose
in the park, watch disaster unfold. Extending my Jedi hand,
I’d elevate it over the park and hold it in mid‑air,
like a holy martyr, the city’s guardian saint.
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Not one bus arrives from the past, just the constant
feeling of having failed an exam. Panic and amazement—
always expecting the authorities to frogmarch you away.
Error intervenes when you lose control of intention.
A few days ago, a friend called me slightly superior
because beard and belly are electoral image boosters.
Money stands in for communication, he also says.
Now, between us, there is a mythic dimension;
white noise and confusion are gone for good.

Poetry

56

Alina Purcaru

Indigo

Bucharest
Tracus Arte
2018
84 p.
ISBN
RIGHTS HANDLED BY

978‑606‑023‑014‑4
Alina Purcaru
purcarualina@yahoo.co.uk

After writing cultural journalism (in Observatorul Cultural and
other leading magazines), Alina Purcaru (b. 1982) made a discreet
but remarkably self‑controlled literary debut. Firstly, as one of the
co‑authors of the collective novel Rubik (2008), which resulted from
a cenacle of Bucharest’s Literature Faculty, then as the editor of
a collection of memoirs: Stories with Women Writers and Children
(2014), and finally as a poet, with the collection Resistance (2016), in
which she cultivates a poetry of restrained trauma, of camouflaged
existential explosion. Everywhere in her poetry there is a mood of
anxiety, confirmed and taken deeper by her latest collection, Indigo.
In Indigo, there exists a poem from a world other than the one
delineated in the collection as a whole, a brutal world, at the end of
which the air begins to resemble “three o’clock in the morning.” Here,
in this poem situated somewhere in the middle of the books, resides
the magma of the whole experience that Alina Purcaru condenses
and camouflages: the experience of fear and abuse. It is at the
temperature of fear and abuse that the abundance of so‑called lyrical
images melts and it is on their currents that all the tectonic plates of
emotion shift. Without this one poem, the volume would have sounded
profoundly different, probably something along the lines of the
post‑humanism so often talked about in recent years. But thanks to
this one poem, Alina Purcaru’s work transcends fashion and becomes
part of the authentic poetry that has always been and will always be.
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Together
I never stuck you with suffering.
Because tears were a privilege,
goods earned,
I understood the blood only
as a signpost to distant destinations
from which to return with new rights.
But when the whispers started,
the closed kitchen door,
with night all around
and the sliver of light—
a fat worm, sprawled across the threshold,
there could be no more doubt:
it was clotting too quickly,
our unknown
suffering blood,
we watched each other’s movements,
sabotaged each other, scarred each other’s skin,
discovered the strength in our fingernails,
no matter how gnawed,
no matter how small,
suffering, we won trophies
and wanted more and more.
Lapsang Souchong
You wonder how tea tastes
when smoked with pinewood
in a province of China
or how living creatures can be abandoned,
even if they’re only baby hamsters,
in the cold of an empty squat.
“I have no nice memories of her,
I woke up crying last night
I felt pity for her suffering
but I wasn’t crying out of pity.”
We’re on the same side:
we invent a new ritual
for you and for me.
The silence,
broken at last, spasmodic,
—a weary ally
still recuperating.
After Me
I’m here
I see all the things I do
that turn out badly
the injured party seeks her forebears
they obedient she obedient
she’s capable of describing only a preamble
I’m here now repeat after me I’m here now
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repeat
now
Lullaby
You can still see
the edge of the shadows above
the compact housing blocks—
their old white has acquired the pallor of weapons
scarlet on the inside,
it’s time to go to sleep.
From now on you’ll always find a place
amid everything that can disturb our inertia,
you’ll hide as if on a once precious lamina,
you’ll remain captive, drained of strength.
Omnipresent.
When all these are abandoned,
you’ll no longer be mutilated by the scars of promises
and only an ashen light will pulsate—
its force, that of a frightened sea creature,
will spurt from your new name
and finally, it will be
enough
Correction
the last story you shared with me
about a well‑camouflaged
wild creature
had the name of a town dazzling cold
magnetic
you said I was the one who bit first
I was only the one who read
to the very end
Freeze Frame
then they climbed the fence broke in
it was dark inside but in the dark
I was wearing my glasses
they asked me to take them off
a man pushed me
and I don’t know whether
he shoved me or lifted me up
the air held me
it wasn’t hard there any more
then a second man came who swore at us
and a third who poured
buckets of cold water over us
I tried to push him with the door
our lives were at stake
I looked all around
the air was indigo
it resembled three o’clock in the morning
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Robert Șerban (b. 1970) is a poet who for two decades has perfected
a style whose simplicity cannot be reduced to the simplistic. From the
very beginning, in his collection Naturally I’m Exaggerating (1994), he
has cultivated transcription of the minor biographical detail, in which
he nonetheless discovers a revealing charge of meaning: with minimal
variation, Odyssex (1996), My Home Cinema (2006), Paraffin Death
(2010), and Slightly Below the Line (2015) all belong to the same form
of stand‑up tragedy. Robert Șerban’s work as a cultural journalist
has produced a number of volumes (Pepper on the Tongue, The
Fifth Wheel, The Narration of Being) in which he practises the same
désinvolture as in his poetry.
Robert Șerban’s bibliography has always been under the escort of
biography. Camouflage Techniques is therefore a book of the poet’s
middle age, in which the answers that conclude each sequence
are prompted by the big questions. And this is why, no matter how
many arguments to do with form might be brought to bear, it is not
minimalism that characterises the collection, but rather a kind of
attitude all of his own, which allows for faint humour, as well as fear of
ageing and death, and reflection on loneliness. Here, the anecdotal
recovers its classical meaning: a moral conclusion to minor events.
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Report
I think of happiness
as a nail
you can use
to fasten
to join
to attach
to hang
to secure
I think of myself
clamped
Moths
on their glasses the blind collect
the void deposited by passers‑by
at evening they gather
and scrape the lenses
as they might the wings of
papilionoidea
over an unfolded newspaper
spread between them
one or another breaks the silence
the way you tear a shirt in strips
to make bandages for the deep wounds
where life and darkness
babble
like children
morning never catches them
or if it does
they wouldn’t admit it
for anything in the world
Grandma Ana’s Raft
if I’d kept
the thorns and spelks
that I’ve pulled
from my soles and palms
over the course of time
I could have built a raft
on which to roam the world
and which
sometimes
I might bring to shore
What is Left Over
when I miss my children
it sunders me from top to bottom

Poetry

61

Camouflage Techniques

from me then pour
memories dreams anger sadness
my whole life pours out
only love is left over
because nobody
can see it
Bookmark
I stop reading
put down the book
by the bed
lay my hands across my chest
one on top of the other
close my eyes
this posture
alarms you
because each time
within seconds
you say slowly and loudly
that you love me
The Form of Loneliness
a cloud
is just a cloud
even if
sometimes
it takes the form of a beast
an atomic explosion
an angry old man with his hackles up
a harried hunted herd
a knight with sword raised
even if it casts lightning
lumps of ice as big as eggs
even if it boils insanely
a cloud
is just a form of loneliness
which
sometimes
keeps you a bit busy
Incision
let’s make the blood run
make it gurgle and spurt
through our poems
since in our veins
it stagnates and rots
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One of the most profound voices to have emerged from the Romanian
poetry of the 2000s, Elena Vlădăreanu (b. 1981) marked out her
own abrasive stylistic territory from the very start. Although her
social radicalism took hold gradually, starting with the collection
europe. ten funeral songs (2005), she has always been defined by
her combativeness. Her early work succumbs to the temptation of
intensely personal themes: pages (2002) and fissures (2003), but she
has never been tempted by timeless aestheticism. After a collection
in which she denounced consumerism (private space, 2009) and after
working on a number of theatre projects, some of which have been
published (Non‑Stress Test, 2016, and Private Theatre, 2018), in
Money. Work. Free time Elena Vlădăreanu attacks deadening routine.
Elena Vlădăreanu’s recent Money. Work. Free time is a manifesto‑like
collection in which she develops an unequivocal style verging on
performance, as has also been observed of her previous work: her
message is immediate and brooks no camouflage. Launched from
a position that is first of all artistic, secondly feminist, and thirdly
Romanian. Caught between financial burdens and family obligations,
writers and artists of the younger generation are moving further and
further away from the restful rituals of their vocations and becoming
mere utilitarian mechanisms, forgetful even of the elementary exercise
of self‑analysis.
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*
What does your writing cost?
How much?
Quanto?
Combien?
Coûte qu’il coûte.
50 dinars a day. 100 euros
I thought of that money every day
50 dinars. 100 euros.
I’ll buy some sweets, definitely some dates and pomegranates, I’ll buy
something for the kids and
the rest I’ll change into euros for the double instalment in January.
What’d be the best time to get the money.
You find it in your hotel room when you get there.
You’re given it when the conference starts and you sign for it
Maybe in an envelope in your conference delegate’s bag
Having opened every envelope
Nothing
Nothing
Nothing
The European Commission ambassador is honoured to invite you to
his residence
We have the honour of inviting you to inauguration cocktails
Yours sincerely the EC
A Tunisian porcelain mug a blue flag 12 stars
No envelope stuffed with 50 dinars
A blue ribbon on the handle of the mug.
At least we’ll eat well.
We’re staying in a four‑star hotel, we’ll stuff ourselves.
We’ll talk about artistic freedom and stuff ourselves.
We’ll travel around the country in a four‑star bus.
Camels and sheep and cows and other cloven‑footed beasts
By the side of the road.
Bare‑arsed children.
Kerouan, students having a picnic at the edge of the desert.
A trade union.
If we started a trade union.
For us to get 50 dinars a day. 100 euros for the five days.
Questions arrive.
Do you do it for the money?
Do you write for the money?
Are you an artist for the money?
Aren’t you happy?
Your working conditions are wonderful! Haven’t you seen the
prevailing poverty?
Isn’t it a bit uppity of you to complain?
When I was twenty, there was someone who always used to tell me:
You artists are leeches. You ought to be shot.
If I had a gun, I’d exterminate the lot of you.
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*
I haven’t always weighed 62kg. But when I weighed 48 it still looked
like 60.
Broad of hip, large of breast, big of bone. Slumped shoulders, like
my mum’s.
When I still barely knew my present husband and was very much
in love, he took a photograph of me one day while I was frying him
some chips. You look like a housewife, he told me, like somebody’s
aunt. Delete it. No, I won’t. What, aren’t you? he retorted.
I was.
But artists aren’t. And that didn’t go down well with me at all.
One day a poet got undressed as he read his texts.
His act when viral.
For a few hours, the buzzword on the network was:
Schlong.
Schlong!
All together now: schlong!
along with naked poetry.
A man, white, young, handsome, heterosexual. A thoroughbred artist.
But what if:
A woman not so young, with a belly, saggy tits, cellulite,
with two kids in tow
etc.
etc.
were to do naked poetry?
Really?!
I like colourful clothes, artists wear black. All black. I don’t smoke,
artists smoke.
I don’t take drugs, don’t drink. Artists . . . whatever.
I went on a diet. No sweets or fatty foods. Started swimming, jogging
in the park.
What if I also got a nose job?
Bought a lumbar support, straight back, straight shoulders.
Radical wardrobe change.
I’m a raven.
Breast reduction op.
Artists are androgynous. REPRODUCTION is emblazoned on me.
Saving the species.
Housewife.
Mother.
Short, broad hips, thighs, belly fat, breasts, drooping shoulders.
Artists don’t reproduce.
Manole soars from the roof, his wife walled up alive, no progeny.
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*
Hello. I’m the Romanian arts board.
Hello. I’m the European arts board.
Hello. I’m the artists’ grants and residencies centre.
We all need you.
You’re smart, you’re our project.
You’re our ray of sunshine from tomorrow’s sky.
We believe in you.
We want to invest in you.
Be so kind as to tell us a little about yourself.
Describe your work.
Give us your artist’s statement.
What makes you different from other artists?
Prove it!
Explain it!
Detail it!
Demonstrate it!
Substantiate it!
Answer this:
Why should we give you any money?
Be honest, could you really write what you say?
It’s no good, no good at all.
Explain to us how your work will connect with the grant or residency
we’re offering.
Something about the charm of the place. Maybe the cuisine. The cul‑
ture. The museums . . .
Come on, you’re the creative one, we’re not going to teach you how
to do it.
Stop. I, the Romanian arts board, can’t provide you with a grant, you
didn’t persuade me.
Let the youngsters wear out their elbows in the waiting room, let
them ripen a little.
Demonstrate to us how original you are.
But not too original, more is less.
Please don’t tell me you’re over 35!
I want to invest in you, write on you emerging artist.
In big letters, EMERGING ARTIST, on your forehead.
How the hell can you do it if you’re an old crock?!
Under 35, if you please!
*
And all of a sudden the money starts to flow.
All of a sudden we learn to thank.
You thank one way when you’re invited to an unpaid event
A different way when you’re invited to a paid event.
Thank you very much.
Thank you kindly.
I really don’t know how to thank you.
Let me thank you. It was wonderful.
It was an honour to be here today.
But that’s not enough. You get home. Post on facebook.
“How wonderful it was. How well‑organised. I had a great time.”
You tag the organisers.

Poetry

66

Money. Work. Free Time

To let them see you know how to be grateful.
Maybe they’ll invite you back next time.
Get yourself a camera, take photos.
Kowtow.
Grovel.
Bow.
Scrape.
*
who is the working man
who the skilled craftsman
who the thrifty householder
what do I live on
what puts bread in my mouth
for almost 20 years I’ve hidden my real identity
in the cupboard
and now when somebody asks me what I do
I can’t say naturally and simply
I write. I’m a writer
I beat around the bush
as if to say you know, I cast spells, that’s what I do
I’ve got a big cauldron at home
in which I boil frogs, spiders and magic herbs.
*
they say: you demanded freedom you got freedom
they say: you have it good, now you’re free . . . what more do
you want?
they say: so help yourself to
a low wage
a dead‑end job
a punch in the gob
they say: people aren’t equal. Equality is for the rabble
they say: my vote isn’t equal to yours
they say: with your two years of schooling you don’t understand
anything about what’s going on around you
anything about what’s going on around us
they say: we demand people be elected based on their education,
job, salary
we want to be allowed to drag our country out of the shit
they can drag the country out of the shit only if they’re insulated
from the rabble, the plebs, the paupers
they’re the élite
the élite says: the poor and immigrants shouldn’t get free health care
let’s give them a helping hand
to get it out of this mess already!
the élite says: is it our fault they haven’t got jobs?
is it our fault they’d rather laze around than work?
we don’t believe them
they didn’t like school, they don’t like work either
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but when it comes to free time . . . they want free time
free time and free money
let there be an end to welfare and the nanny state
let’s rap the knuckles of the outstretched hands!
they know poverty belongs to those who don’t want to work
they know what’s good just and proper
they know who’s stupid and how to gauge stupidity
they know who’s hardworking and deserves a decent life
they know hard work doesn’t kill you
they go to the work capability assessment centre
and they take you with them
to show you you’re capable of more
they know this country is in the state it’s in because nobody
really works
they’d leave if only they could . . .
but how can they leave when there’s so much work to be done?
How can they do this?
How can they put work above all else?
How can they put work before family?
How can they work 168 hours a week?
How can they get up at 3.45 day after day year after year?
How can they but you can’t?
They have no family because work is their real family
They keep their phones switched on all the time that’s why they’re
called mobiles
They don’t have free time because they rule over time
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A writer highly rated internationally, Mircea Cărtărescu (b. 1956)
started out as one of the most important Romanian poets of the
post‑war period. He made his literary debut in 1980, with Headlights,
Shop Windows, Photographs, which was followed by the poetry
collections that established him as a star of the younger generation:
Poems of Love and Everything. His poetic adventure was crowned
with The Levant, an almost untranslatable masterpiece, which
blended various historical styles of literary Romanian. At the same
time, since The Dream, Cărtărescu has forged a career as a major
prose writer, a side to his writing that shines in the Blinding trilogy
and in the visionary novel Solenoid. At the beginning of the 2000s, he
published the first volume of his private diary, an exemplary document
of self‑construction.
Although it is a chronological continuation of his large‑scale diary
project, A Man Writing nonetheless represents something different
in Mircea Cărtărescu’s inner biography: a qualitative leap from the
mostly literary anxieties of past decades toward a starkly human
wisdom. The explanation for this subtle metanoia might come from
the life experiences that the sexagenarian Mircea Cărtărescu has
found himself confronting, whether he likes it or not (growing old, his
parents’ illnesses, the death of close literary friends from his student
years), from his elevation to the rarefied heights of major literature
outside Romania, or from the effects of having written a major novel
such as Solenoid.

Essay

70

A Man Writing. Diary 2011–2017

20 Feb. A thin snowfall in luminous weather. I’m reading Márquez
and Bioy Casares. If only I could drink some thick, hot coffee, I would
have everything I need. But I’m not allowed to drink coffee. I suf‑
fered coffee withdrawal for more than a week, during which I became
unrecognisable even to myself. It was as if I no longer had any interi‑
ority, as if I were filled with air. But against this backdrop of placidity,
I still had a number of violent outbursts. I fluctuate between depres‑
sion and apathy, as if after sex, when you wouldn’t care even if the
building collapsed. Nonetheless, compared with the last few months,
even apathy is a step forward. I’ve even managed to finish my first text
since the four hearts. I have plans, I see the outline of potential books,
but I lack the power to put two words together. Before, I worked
with words that were as furry and supple as caterpillars, I would take
them in my fingers, words as dangerous as millipedes, I would con‑
join molten words like two metals of different densities and trans‑
parencies, my fingers would blister from my manipulations. Now I
have inert lumps of clay before me. I no longer have the power to give
life to the golem. But it’s better without coffee. I dream almost every
night. Nightmares for the time being, but maybe fantastical dreams
will come too. It’s cold, we don’t leave the house for days. On my com‑
puter I copy passages related to the “anomalies” in my diary. I still
don’t know what to do with them. I don’t know what they signify. Le
Horla. In which Maupassant shouted out his madness and begged
for help. Nobody heard him. I read very little, I prefer to dangle like
an otiose organ from games involving keyless rooms and from films
about what adults do when nobody sees them. In a way, it’s an ideal
life for me, but it rebuffs literature like a ghost from another world.
27 Feb. The miseries about which I don’t want to write here (“my
life’s problems,” as Harrison sang), yes, the endless, repetitive prob‑
lems, like a film that keeps going back to the start, the problems of
my life here in this country, among these people who have consumed
my days, my soul, and everything that was good in me. Another out‑
burst of hatred and frustration that I don’t want to write about here.
Yet another person to whom I won’t give the satisfaction of exist‑
ing in my diary. I suffered like a dog for two days and things have
only just begun. Enough. I go deeper and deeper, I’m going to break
every diving record. I’ve broken through the bottom of the Mariana
Trench and now I’m descending through ever thicker lava. I’m going
to reach the point from which the only possible direction will be
up. But the fact that I no longer drink coffee keeps me on a beara‑
ble emotional level. Otherwise I would have long since snuffed it. But
despite all that, what I really want to do is write, not throw myself off
the building.
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Romania’s most important living short‑story writer, Radu Cosașu (b.
1930) is a wholly unique author. In the 1950s, as a young writer, he was
naïvely devoted to the communist cause. Betrayed by his comrades
and forced into silence, he made a comeback in 1973, publishing the
first volume in what was to become a series titled Survivals, in which,
employing psychological meticulousness and wielding Proustian
periods, he dissects his period of “blindness” and then reclusion.
Neither humour nor the constant temptation of self‑irony are lacking
from the pages of Survivals. The major theme of Cosașu’s literature
flows from the first phase of his development as a writer. Literary
without being scholastic, he lavishes his stylistic qualities on an entire
secondary reality: from first‑division football matches to television
broadcasts, elevating them to the highest level of the literature of
observation. Recently, his The Life of Fiction after a Revolution (2016),
an autobiographical apologia made up of letters to a non‑existent son,
confirmed the vivacity of a writer who has passed through a number
of complicated historical epochs with stoical serenity.
Three decades of post‑communism and freedom might create
the false impression of normal times. But with the experience
of a near‑nonagenarian, Radu Cosașu knows how to discern,
amid the tidal wave of commentary and opinion that floods the
Romanian public sphere, the seeds of all kinds of radicalisms. Even
in the voices of the most nuanced intellectuals. For Cosașu, such
instances of vehemence, as perilous as all that is irrational, come
under the broad category of “apoplexies.” From which he feels the
need to set himself apart, lucidly arguing the opposite cause and
adopting, as he titles his weekly magazine column, the position of
a “middle‑of‑the‑road extremist.”
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With a literary talent, language and mind worthy of the best
Wallachian writers to have been born in Skiver‑ville or of Kir
Yanulya’s Merchants, Paul Georgescu easily matched the level of
Lunacharsky in culture and Philby in communion; a convinced
Leninist, in an ideal world he would have liked to be a Trotskyite
or, better still, an anarchist; a staunch devotee of Sartre, he detested
the defeatist Camus; a dogmatic Marxist, he had received two votes
of censure for not being able to hold his tongue, badmouthing the
socialist‑realist guiding principle in culture; he couldn’t see any con‑
nection between Marxism and socialist realism; he was a realist who
couldn’t stand Balzac or Zola and elevated Joyce, Proust and Kafka;
when he wrote his novels, which were supposedly set fifty years pre‑
viously, he kept a copy of Ulysses on his desk. Fascinating to the intel‑
ligentsia—one of whom, from Paris, had diagnosed him as having
a “schizophrenic talent”—disliked to the point of hatred by the stu‑
pid (“a nutcase, damn him to hell!”), accused of being a “Yid” because
of his vehemently anti‑Iron Guard stance (there could be no ambi‑
guity on that score: “This far and no farther!”), the scion of the bour‑
geois intelligentsia of a sophisticated city of the plain, long since
having betrayed his class, as early as his youth, he now defended
the regime, while disdaining all its officials; he constantly spied on
them, placing above all else—with a kind of highly agreeable nine‑
teenth‑century conservatism—the irascible, well‑articulated, excel‑
lently told Bucharest anecdote; oral genius vied with the moral
labyrinth. Infuriated by any equation of Stalin with Hitler, whence
his reputation for being a Stalinist (long before John Le Carré wrote
it, “Monsieur Paul” calmly said it: “Stalin saved all the capitalists!”), in
Gazeta Literară he launched the first generation of pure anti‑Stalinist
critics, poets and novelists (Matei Călinescu, Nichita Stănescu, Gabriel
Dimisianu); he adored talent, from Radu Petrescu and Agopian to
Cărtărescu—he detested bucolic, nationalist mediocrity, detecting
it with the fine nose of a sniffer dog; he was up to date with all the
rumours of the state‑controlled agora—he knew perfectly how to
spread counterinformation, to poison the networks, employing the
most effective method of any intelligence service: gossip. His novels
are sumptuous susurrations about politicking, illness, and suffering
of the bones and mind. “Monsieur Paul”—it was Ion Vinea who first
called him that, when, on leaving the offices of the Gazeta Literară,
he refused to let the editor‑in‑chief hold his overcoat for him, say‑
ing: “Pas encore, Monsieur Paul…”—was always harsh with everything
I wrote “from the building site”; not a single inflection, a single ric‑
tus, a single poisonous allusion escaped him; he never insisted I write
to the taste of the censors, but then for whom? “For the Intelligence
Service!” “Monsieur Paul” gave me that phrase (of the same cali‑
bre as: “What are Romanian Jews? Ghetto‑Dacians!”) pour l’éternité:
a writer is from the “Intelligence Service,” he is in the service of his
intelligence. When I started writing my first non‑conformist short
stories, he warned me not to succumb to the Cuore, although in the
end, he liked them. I was sullenly annoyed and retorted as adamantly
as I could: “What about the crimes of Stalin? Were they from the
Cuore?” He was succinct: “We don’t talk about them here”—we were
in his stark room, with just his exercise book and a copy of Joyce on
the desk—“but up there,” at which he lifted his oddly bulging eyes
to the ceiling, toward the up there in which I knew he didn’t believe.
“Paul, we’ll be held to account, they won’t let us off!” I said with the
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greatest clarity and reality. “Hold me to account!” And he handed
me his exercise book, filled with that handwriting of his, like that of
a malefic child, of an angelic demon. He couldn’t stand Dostoyevsky’s
Demons. They were his own. Among my first dreams and visions after
the December Revolution, I saw him in his pyjamas, as he was wont
to work, at a portal of Purgatory, and I didn’t have the strength to
be succinct: “Paul, there are demonstrations in Bucharest, at which
they’re demanding over the loudspeakers that all the Christians
kneel for the Lord’s Prayer and all the Communists remain standing.”
He began to hop up and down like a huge sparrow, shouting: “I died
a timely death! I died a timely death!” All of a sudden, he stopped
and asked me, with the greatest sternness in his bulging eyes:
“When they made that despicable demand, did you kneel?”
“No.”
“You remained standing?”
“On one leg.”
As ever, he lowered his eyelids, pondered for a moment, and
calmly said:
“You’ll pay for it. Don’t repent more than is normal.”
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When he published his first book, The Commandment of Rabbi
Akiba. The Ceremony of Reading from Saint Augustine to Samuel
Pepys (2005), Valeriu Gherghel (b. 1955) revealed himself to be one
of Romania’s subtlest contemporary essayists. His solid philosophical
training, crowned with a doctoral thesis on Neo‑Platonism, has not
led to him isolating himself within the halls of academe, however, as
can clearly be seen in his Sceptical Breviary (2012), a collection of
essays about simplicity, culminating with the quodlibet games of
the scholastics.
Against a backdrop of latent expectation, on its publication The
Wheel of pleasures was greeted highly favourably by the critics.
Not only because the questions and cases it explored were exciting
(Gherghel interrogates the tense relationship that has often existed
between the most erudite thinkers and the act of reading), not only
because a note of practical philosophy always vibrates in the margins
of the book’s speculations, but also because in dealing with serious
subjects, Valeriu Gherghel’s writing constantly shows humour and
a certain serenity.
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From what I have noticed, the world around us, mankind, and to
use a grand term, humanity (in both the collective and the distribu‑
tive sense) hate equanimity with a passion. I shall never understand
why… I have noticed (and I go on noticing day after day, moment
by moment) that the aforementioned humanity scrabbles, searches,
craves, desires with all its heart and soul, with all its might, to feel as
badly as possible It wants to groan lugubriously. To suffer. To despair
on the heights like E.M. Cioran. As somebody once waggishly said:
they don’t feel good unless they feel bad. Around me there is a din,
a writhing, a pitiless attention that produces in me an astonishment,
a din, a writhing, a pitiless attention from which only with great dif‑
ficulty can I wrench myself. I suffer palpitations. Dizzy spells. Please
believe me: for some time, I haven’t been myself. Grown men and
women, who ought to feel well, to feel comfortable (without hav‑
ing to do anything in particular), all of a sudden feel bad, worse and
worse, really bad, extremely bad. Precisely because they are doing
something. And do you know why? They look for causes, reasons,
foundations, justifications for feeling as bad as they can. And if they
don’t find any reasons, because you won’t come across any such rea‑
sons in the known universe, they invent them, by a tried and tested
method. That the first said what he shouldn’t have said, that the sec‑
ond did what, God forbid, he shouldn’t have done, not for the life of
him, that the third made the best of a bad job, that the fourth bad‑
mouthed the first and the fifth, that the fifth was an ingrate and an
imbecile and ignored the sixth, that the sixth thought differently
than the seventh, which was an affront to everybody else, that the
eighth contradicted the seventh, as well as the ninth, that the tenth
displayed a blasphemous finger to the heavens, even though it was
the wrong finger, and so on and so forth. In the face of so many adver‑
sities, in the face of so pitiless a Fate, how could you maintain your
equanimity? How can you feel even the simplest, humblest pleasure?
There is no way you can… Gustave Flaubert had his sins, his obses‑
sions (his legendary obsession with style), but in many respects he
was a wise man, a man with his head firmly screwed on his shoulders.
He loved Montaigne’s essays, and that says it all. It was his guiding
book. Early on, Flaubert grasped a simple truth: there are things and
events (very few in number) that rest within our power and there are
things and events (the overwhelming majority) that do not depend
on us in the slightest.
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The ferocious outpouring of erudition to be found in every book
Horia‑Roman Patapievici (b. 1957) has published originates in an
exemplary moral creed: not wishing to publish a single line during
the Communist regime, Patapievici survived intellectually through
constant, all‑devouring reading and through a small circle of friends.
A memorial to this background can be found in his second book, Flight
Within Range of the Arrow (1995). Completely unknown before 1989,
he was soon to become a voice of incomparable coherence in the
literature of ideas of the last three decades, at both the strictly cultural
level (Recent Man, The Eyes of Beatrice, The Final Culianu, The
Unseen Part Determines All) and in his political polemics (Politicals).
In recent years, chary of appearing in public, he has been working on
a massive edition of Ezra Pound with commentary, the first volume of
which has been published so far.
When Horia‑Roman Patapievici published the first volume of his
monumental Romanian edition of the works of Ezra Pound, the
idea for these Two Essays could already be read between the lines.
Namely, in the detail that, in his erudite passion for the author of the
Cantos, Patapievici was reconstructing for himself the poet’s thinking
about paradise in a modern world no longer capable of Dante‑esque
projections. Indifferent to whether the teleological perception of
its model is concentric (as it is in the West) or rectangular (as it is in
Eastern Orthodoxy, imitating the Ark of Moses), our age is no longer
apt to decant the meaning of paradise. Not accidentally, the thesis is
illustrated with numerous examples from Pound, the last of the great
minds who posed the question of the search for such a space of safety.
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From Greek, the word παράδεισος passed into Latin as paradisus,
and thence, via the cultural and linguistic inheritance of Christian
Rome, the word paradise entered the majority of European cultures,
with the meaning that was settled, conjugated, by Christian eschatol‑
ogy, the myth of the Golden Age, the literary tradition of Arcadia, and
the etymological memory of language. Paradise became the Garden
east of Eden, the Celestial Paradise of the Elect, the Isle of the Blessed,
the Elysian Fields, pastoral Arcadia, the Golden Age, and all these
meanings, transformed by faith into the sensibility of the heart and
by thought, through the power of ideas, into the sensations of the
body, became the moral instincts of the human type that the culture
of European Christianity shaped over the course of time. The idea of
paradise is at the intersection of traditions to do with happiness. In
the beginning, a private hunting park rich in game of every species,
then a walled garden with rare, exotic animals, luxuriant vegetation,
and a balmy climate, set aside for processions accompanied, the same
as in the world of the blessed, by delightful hymns, the Persian para‑
dise of the Greeks was transformed, in Christian culture, into a place
of paradisiacal rewards, which God, after the Last Judgement, granted
to the elect, who, through redemption, were thereby beatified,
became saints. But Christian culture also adopted the Greco‑Roman
idea of the pastoral happiness of a Golden Age regained, which Vergil
situated in Arcadia, where people in the flesh and blood could expe‑
rience the primordial happiness of the golden times. To the Christian
representation of the hortus conclusus, which was Persian in origin,
the European idea of paradise also added the pastoral representation
of the Greco‑Roman locus amoenus. In the European conception of
paradise are blended together all the levels of existence to be found
in paradisiacal representations: from primordial times, represented
as the Golden Age or earthly paradise (where, according to Dante,
spring is eternal and the trees constantly flower and bear fruit), to
eschatological time, as the celestial locus after the transformation
of destructive time into redemptive eternity, where the elect enjoy
endless happiness (Dante sees the celestial paradise as a “Candida
Rosa,” a huge white rose, in whose petals dwell the redeemed souls
of the elect). In European culture’s idea of paradise, the carnal, phys‑
ical aspect and the spiritual, celestial aspect interpenetrate and iden‑
tify with each other. This is why certain sentimental ideas, such as the
nostalgia for paradise, the vision of the Arcady of the Golden Age, the
promise of physical perfection as transcendental beauty, the thirst for
beauty as a desire for happiness, earthly happiness as heavenly beat‑
itude, have, in their connection with paradise, become for European
man a kind of instinct for paradise, deeply rooted in him, which cry
out for paradise whenever paradise is lacking.
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Although she began by writing reviews for Romania’s most prominent
weekly literary magazine, Ioana Pârvulescu (b. 1960) soon revealed
her own literary vocation. It has been categorically confirmed
by the novels she has published since 2009 (Life Begins on Friday,
The Future Begins on Monday and The Innocents), the first of which
was awarded the European Union Prize for Literature (EUPL). Nor
are Ioana Pârvulescu’s essays any exception: well‑informed without
being scholarly, accessible without being simplistic, her arguments
hover over different epochs (for example, the Romanian nineteenth
century and the period between the two world wars), skilfully
alighting on those details that lend colour and consistency to an
authentic reconstruction.
The title and subtitle of this 37‑faceted essay are an inspired match:
Secret Dialogues is a book that details the way in which minds
(sometimes illustrated indirectly, through the characters they create)
enter into contact with the transcendent. The notion of prayer, with
its long theological tradition, is reshaped and reformulated on an
accessible, human level. Prayer, as Ioana Pârvulescu here understands
it, can take the form of simple well‑wishing or solitary thought of great
sincerity. Whether directly invoked or left suspended, the deity will
still hear our prayers. Especially when they come from Shakespeare,
Dostoevsky, or Tolstoy.
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In the eighteenth century, it took a few days for a letter from Vienna
to reach Salzburg. On 23 August 1784, the day of her wedding, a bride
somewhat past the first flush of youth receives a letter signed “Dein
aufrichtiger Bruder,” your loyal, devoted, good brother, W.A. Mozart.
Two years previously, at the Stephansdom, Vienna, the twen‑
ty‑six‑year‑old musician had married the twenty‑year‑old Constanze
(Maria Constanza Cäcilia Josepha Johanna Aloysia Weber, to give her
her full name), also in the month of August. Now it was the turn of
his older sister, Maria Anna, or Marianne. For the epoch in which she
lived, she was well past the age for marriage: she was thirty‑one and
about to take as her husband Johann Baptist Franz von Berchtold zu
Sonnenburg, a man with children, twice a widower. Did Marianne
need encouragement to marry him or was she happy to do so?
Whichever the case might have been, her brother felt obliged to cheer
her up. Five days before the wedding in Salzburg, which the young
Mozarts were unable to attend, since they were in Vienna, Wolfgang
wrote Nannerel, as the bride was known, a letter full of humour and
optimism, “with one thousand good wishes.” He did not need to
make any special effort to write this way: his good nature and pow‑
ers of creativity allowed him to be ludic and bracing in all his cor‑
respondence, whatever the occasion. At the end of the letter, the
brother produced from his “poetic bonce” a piece of advice for the
wife‑to‑be, since their mother, who ought to have provided her with
prenuptial guidance, had died a few years earlier. The advice takes
the form of an occasional poem, an epithalamus, not lacking in erotic
allusion, of the kind highly regarded in past centuries and practised
with great naturalness.
Wedlock will show you many things
Which still a mystery remain;
Experience soon will teach to you
What Eve herself once had to do
Before she could give birth to Cain.
But all these duties are so light
You will perform them with delight.
Yet no state is an unmixed joy
And marriage has its own alloy,
Lest us its bliss perchance should cloy.
So when your husband shows reserve
Or wrath which you do not deserve
And perhaps a nasty temper too,
Think, sister, ’is a man’s queer way.
Say: “Lord, thy will be done by day,
But mine at night you’ll do.”
[tr. Emily Anderson]
The allusion to the Lord’s Prayer is obvious: “Thy will be done.” The
ambiguity of the original line is all the greater in German since nouns
are written with capital letters, and Herr, both mystic and worldly, can
denote either the Lord or a husband.
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The transformation of Radu Vancu (b. 1978) as a writer became
manifest in the self‑contemplative exercise that is Zodiac of Cancer.
Before that, he had been a leading poet of the younger generation,
combining various styles on the armature of a family tragedy (Letters
to Camelia, Biographia Litteraria, Fortunate Monster, Sebastian in
Dream, Blossoming Rope, 4 a.m., Domestic Cantos) and cultivating
a form of the academic essay that is plugged into current affairs
(his doctoral thesis was on one of the most influential Romanian
poets of recent decades, Mircea Ivănescu). Vancu then embarked
on a major project to translate the complete poems of Ezra Pound,
wrote a theoretically charged Elegy for Humanity, and finally, with
his recent Transparency (2018), made the move toward the weighty,
visionary novel.
In the footsteps of Mircea Cărtărescu, Radu Vancu has published,
at the age of just forty, a recent diary, which aimed to come to term
with two crises and ended up by transcribing another: first of all, his
inability to write poetry any more (to which he had dedicated himself
constantly thitherto), then his suspicion that he had a terminal disease,
which complicated medical tests finally ruled out. Hence repeated
glosses in the margins of literature and Romanian literary life, as well
as deep soundings of the young writer’s own symbolic biography.
But what redoubles the interest of the diary is the significant
coincidence of the personal breakdown experienced by Vancu with
that experienced by the country as a whole in the same period, as
it slowly became submerged in a form of political hemiplegia. For
idealists, Zodiac of Cancer will be a wonderful stroll through culture.
For pragmatists, the book will provide a snapshot of how an idealistic
poet came to be converted to intractable civic activism.
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At least if I knew that it would reveal itself to me, as it did to the
four‑year‑old William Blake, in the guise of God’s face shining in the
window, then I could live quite calmly with the thought. But when
it revealed itself to you, one November morning, in the guise of your
father’s face smiling at you calmly (happily?) under the paramed‑
ics’ electric shocks, the wait for the smile became a little more compli‑
cated. (I’d written “com” and then a hyphen before “plicated” on the
next line, I looked up: Sebastian had just come out of the playground,
with tears in his eyes—he hadn’t seen me on the bench where I was
writing. When I saw his wee head on the other side of the low fence,
a few metres away from the swarm of cars speeding along the main
road, my heart gave a leap—and I saw the corners of a Mouth begin‑
ning to curve into a smile.)
18 September. At the playground again. A little girl no older than
one and a half, all eyes & curly hair, with her mother she hesitantly
approaches one of those horses that rock back and forth on a spring.
She tries to mount it, but can’t, her mother hesitates (the girl is too
little, after all), then helps her up. The girl starts to rock, back, forth.
Out of nowhere an old biddy with blue hair appears, says something
to the mother, then rushes over to the little girl and starts to squawk:
“Look at the little girl on the horsey! Make it go quicker!
Quicker, quicker!”
Obediently, the little girl rocks harder. The old woman, looking
at her sideways, like a hen or a pigeon, with a beady eye as blue as her
shock of hair, keeps squawking:
“Quicker! Quicker! Quicker!”
The little girl holds tightly to the plastic horns of the horsey,
which rocks crazily back and forth with increasing speed, until her
mother notices and goes to her. She’s going to rescue the little girl
from the old biddy, I say to myself in relief, but the mother looks into
the beady lavender eye and she too falls into a trance. The old woman
squawks, the mother keeps silent, the terrified little girl clings with
white knuckles to the handles of the horsey, which all but takes off.
Dusk suddenly descends over the whole group, like a motley cur‑
tain on an invigorating fairground show. Yesterday, Sebastian went
to kindergarten. He behaved splendidly on his first day of pedagog‑
ical confinement, he cried only a little when he was woken up after
his afternoon nap. Cami cried a little too, she was agitated until that
evening, when she saw him and was reassured that he was all right.
This morning, as soon as he entered the classroom, he sat down at
a table, picked up a crayon as lavender‑blue as the old woman’s eye
and started to draw Thomas the Tank Engine. This time, Cami didn’t
cry. A huge interview, about five book pages long, with Marius Chivu
for Dilemateca next week. At least let me give interviews, if I’m no
longer capable of writing poetry.
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For almost two decades, Mircea Vasilescu (b. 1960) has been the
editor of Romania’s most important cultural and intellectual weekly,
Dilema (subsequently renamed Dilema Veche), and has succeeded in
lending the country’s magazine‑publishing sector its own distinctive
profile. His first book, “Beloved Reader…”: Reading, Audience and
Communication in Old Romanian Culture (2001), was originally
a doctoral thesis that combined reception theory with research
into book printing up to the nineteenth century, and was followed
by a number of collections of his editorials on a wide range of
issues: Mass Absurdity: Situations and Mores of the Transition Press
(2001), Your Europe: Return Trip between “Us” and “Them” (2007),
and Eurotextes: Le continent qui nous sépare (2010), published in
Switzerland. He has also translated Foucault, François Furet, Sergio
Romano and Frédéric Rouvillois.
To try to separate the condition of today’s Romanian cultural
institutions from that of its political institutions would be both naïve
and unrealistic. Mircea Vasilescu takes a lucid look at the current
situation, with which he is familiar from the inside, dextrously and
penetratingly calling into question a series of hobby horses that
have circulated for the last thirty years. It is obvious that behind the
pious platitudes in question can actually be found a nationalist and
provincial ideological construct, whence the addressee of the book’s
title. Less visible, however, are the conclusions that the author reaches
after exhaustive research: namely, that despite the everlasting
complaint, there really is money to fund culture (the problem is that it
is used without any clearheaded strategy), that people really do read
in Romania (given that readership surveys are useless, the contrary
conclusion is hastily and catastrophically reached), and so on.
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Having read a large number of newspapers over the last thirty years
or so (and the articles written by intellectuals, in particular), it seems
to me that I can detect a kind of “major cultural disorder”: a great
deal is written about “Romanian culture,” but most of the time the
debate doesn’t bind together, the polemics are drowned out by emo‑
tional reactions, and the wide range of meanings applied to the term
“culture” complicates matters even further. The cultural press has no
impact beyond cultivated readers with a stake in it, and the every‑
day press, social networks and website are factors that amplify the
“disorder”. Above which floats the patriotic, sentimental, emotional
discourse about the “national culture,” “our undying values,” “our cul‑
ture’s contribution to the world’s heritage,” and other such phrases
bandied about so often that they have become clichés, common‑
places, empty words. Curious to understand why the “culture‑loving
discourse” is so powerful, and why the institutions and mechanisms
that ought to put it into effect are so weak, I have set aside for better
times academic papers about intellectuals and their rôle, and, search‑
ing for a more essayistic, “accessible” tone, I have written these med‑
itations on the cultural state of the nation. Setting out from such
widely vehiculated commonplaces, I have chosen three themes that I
think reveal the way in which the public discourse about culture has
been constructed: cultural funding (“our country is poor, we can’t
afford very much”), reading (“nobody here reads any more, we’re
bottom of the rankings in Europe”), and our cultural presence glob‑
ally (“through culture, we’ll gain a better image abroad”). In the final
chapter, I try to shed light on the way Romanian culture is discussed
in the public space. I think that the patriotic discourse about “love of
culture” has not led, unfortunately, to the creation of efficient forms
of institutional organisation specific to modernity. Hence, too, the
“major cultural disorder.” I make no claim to “bring order” (in the cul‑
tural sphere, history has shown that attempts to “bring order” lead
to disaster). I do not aim to provide solutions. I am merely trying to
ask questions and stimulate reflection. A good deal of the sound and
fury of the transition would have been tempered if the angel of reflec‑
tion had hovered above Romanian society rather than the demon of
asserting “trenchant opinion.” It was not to be, as the philosopher
said. Every facet of the obsession with expressing the national iden‑
tity, with Romania’s image abroad, with demonising foreigners who
interfere in our internal affairs, and other nationalist idées fixes that
recur in the public sphere, has been examined during our intermi‑
nable transition period. But I think there is still room for discussion.
For, many commentaries have done nothing but pointlessly blunt
such topics and bore the public. Why? Probably because insufficient
account has been taken of an important rôle played by culture: its
ability to increase social cohesion. Division into separate camps, highly
visible during demonstrations, is as old and as long as the transi‑
tion itself and is based on differing cultural outlooks. It was not “two
Romanias” that clashed during the protests. The same thing hap‑
pened in France, during the presidential election campaign from 23
April to 7 May 2017 (won by Emmanuel Macron against the far‑right
candidate, Marine Le Pen): there was talk of “two Frances.” And
across the Atlantic, after Donald Trump won the presidential election,
some said that there was “Trump’s America” and “the other America.”
These are obviously figures of speech, but even so, they lead the
debate down a false trail: they make the debate seem as if it is about
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a country, politics, society. But I think it is primarily a question of cul‑
ture. A word often spoken, but understood differently by those who
use it. A source of misunderstandings.
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The son of a famous Romanian literary critic and scholar of
comparative literature, Ion Vianu (b. 1934) is one of the most complex
moralists to have come to the fore after 1990. His long career in
psychiatry and psychotherapy, in Romania and later Switzerland, has
undoubtedly helped him as a writer. Although the most substantial
part of his work is in the memoir form (from Memoirs in Dialogue,
written with his closest friend, literary theorist Matei Călinescu,
to Exercise in Sincerity and Amor Intellectualis), it should not be
forgotten that Ion Vianu is also ultimately a wide‑ranging novelist:
The Notebooks of Ozias (2004), Vasiliu, Loose Leaves (2006), and The
Infidel (2008) form a trilogy of great historical incisiveness.
Although his field of expertise, psychiatry, is also subtly distilled in his
other books (his first book, published in 1975, was an Introduction to
Psychotherapy), the author has never been more transparent in his
confessions and memories than here. A memorialist of great power,
in Between Violence and Compassion he reconstructs the process of
one particular dimension of his intellect, bringing into discussion the
inherent tensions of the human soul and reflecting unflinchingly on
whether they can be tamed. He had reflected on the same theme in
a recent book (a wide‑ranging interview given to Ioana Scoruș), but
here he tackles it head on and in great detail, projecting his thoughts
on a huge cultural screen, thoughts that range over the major issues
of our time, from acceptance of guilt to weak thinking and from the
post‑human to the explosion of social media.
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But for me, rather than self‑therapy, self‑experimentation came down
to first‑hand experience of psychotic episodes. I had one such epi‑
sode with lysergic acid diethylamide, LSD, in the autumn of 1966. In
the spring of that year I had gone to Prague with Ed. Pamfil to attend
a meeting of the World Federation for Mental Health. Pamfil was
walking around the city, Musikstadt Praha, looking for bookshops
specialising in musical scores. As a performer of the classical gui‑
tar literature, he was interested mainly in baroque composers; he
seemed delighted with the scores he had found. At the congress, I
met a Czech psychiatrist, whose name I am unable to recall—let me
call him X—who employed LSD therapy. It was the psychedelic spirit
of the times, reminiscent of psilocybin therapy, the hippie mental‑
ity, Timothy Leary’s doctrine of expanding the consciousness through
psychotropics. I don’t know how the Czechoslovak pharmaceutical
industry had ended up producing LSD, but the fact is that the doctor
had wide access to the drug in question. Since for scheduling reasons
it was impossible for me to take part in one of his therapy sessions, X
gave me a truly poisoned gift: twenty phials of LSD. In the meantime,
however, his experiments had come under fire officially. In Rude Pravo,
the Party newspaper, there had been fierce condemnation of this
reactionary, unscientific therapy that was marked by bourgeois ide‑
ology. X expected his experiments to be banned at any time. Maybe
his generous gift might be explained thus: like a message in a bot‑
tle, the substance had been tossed into the sea, to give the psychedelic
method another chance in reticent communist society; and it was an
act that came from none other than Czechoslovakia, which was soon
to experience the Prague Spring! A few months passed. One autumn
night—“to this day not even I know what I was looking for”—I experi‑
enced “entwined hours.” In the silence of my home office, I decided to
try a dose on myself: a phial of LSD. I ingested the liquid, absorbed on
a sugar cube. Impatient by nature, ten minutes later, having observed
that nothing in particular was happening in my head, I took a sec‑
ond dose. Then the phenomena began, not unexpected, but surpris‑
ing, and I wrote them down as they happened. The diary of that night
has disappeared, therefore I am forced to resort to memory, although
the recollection remains quite accurate, having also been reinforced
by repeated reading of the diary. I gained access to manifestations of
matter that I did not normally perceive: that which was lifeless began
to acquire life; something like grunts could be heard emanating
from everywhere, from the furniture, from the books in the bookcase,
from the walls, as if the vibration of the molecules were producing
an uninterrupted sound, low noises like murmurs, a kind of basso
continuo, the voice of matter. They seemed to me natural manifesta‑
tions that the coarseness of my senses kept me from perceiving with
my everyday consciousness. I put some music on: Bach’s Toccata and
Fugue in D Minor for organ. I experienced extraordinary sensations,
I made priceless discoveries: the notes I ordinarily heard were noth‑
ing more than the scaffolding of a symphony which now, under the
influence of the drug, revealed itself to be larger, containing a host
of higher and lower harmonies, so that Bach’s vast composition
expanded, attaining inconceivable proportions, the musical cathe‑
dral expanded to the size of a cosmos… little by little, the World’s new
transparency lost its fluidity, the universe of the music was recon‑
quered by gross matter, it became colloidal and grumbling, menac‑
ing, and this change in consistency gave rise to an anguish that rose
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like floodwaters. On the desk appeared black insects, scuttling in
every direction. I was aware that they were hallucinations, but this
objective observation did not calm me.
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