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The purpose and objectives of the research

The thesis The Contribution of Feminine Prose to the Consolidation of the
Postwar Modernist Literary Canon identifies from its title the research area in the sense
that we aim at mapping a well defined territory, the feminine prose, in a postwar socio-
hystorical context and inside a literary canon with blurred margins but with a definite
modernist strand.

The argument which aims at being validated in the current research is the fact that
the literary text is permeated by the trauma generated by a monolythical ideology, which
undermines the identity core of the individual, whose only option is escaping in fictional
worlds, where he subjectively transforms the truth. That is why our statement relies on
the assumption that postwar feminine prose is first of all a testimony — literature, the
fictional world being permeated by the real world, so that it is not parallell to the fictional
one but they haunt each other.

The prose of five women writers is investigated, namely that of Alexandra
Tarziu, Maria Luiza Cristescu, Dana Dumitriu, Adriana Bittel and Gabriela
Adamesteanu, who employ a large variety of narrative techniques not allowing
subscription to a certain narrative structure, but they can all be defined as modernist
writers. Our research will determine several guidelines in the vast work of these writers
and will determine in detail, the articulation of trauma in the particular case of each
analysed novel.

The only common feature evident that brings together the five names above, is

that they are women, gender criterion in our research is a subjective one yet generated but



the documented finding that women's fiction of the postwar period, are overshadowed by
established names, placed at the borders of the literary canon. This study is not an attempt
to locate a liminal space or to attempt delineating a suburban aesthetic identity to value
the literature of the postwar writers, but aims to clarify those aspects of the fiction of
these feminine voices, which are valid aesthetically and yet they communicate to the
reader of the 21st century. Our approach does not subsume to the militant feminist
criticism but it investigates the possibility that the literature written by women has the
imprint of gender. Another question, justified, interrogates if the act of writing can be
differentiated according to gender and if this is the case to what extent can we refer to
gender differences in reading a fictional text, and if the entity ,,feminine reader” resists
the interrogation or can we definetely state that the reading is not imprinted by gender?

At a first reading, the feminine prose, focuses on the multiple facets of the
construct ,,feminine gender” with a series of problematic angles which are questioned to
verify their validity, the woman being the main character of all novels studied. In addition
we will also be interested in motherhood, so deeply feminine, however we are stricken
by the distorted perception of motherhood, all novels emphasising the failure of women
to become a mother.

Our reading looks at the text’s capacity to remain ,,open” as the bahtinian
dialogism suggests. We have thus mapped the communist remodelling of the woman’s
image by promoting an egalitarian ideology. During communism the official discourse of
the establishment promoted the equality of chances between men and women and it
claims that the Romanian women were granted free access to power structures once they
were liberated from the capitalist exploitation of men. If the public discourse encourages
the women’s access to the social and cultural life of the country why then the women’s
writing are still rated as secondary, inferior to men’s writing?

Main concepts of the present research

The literay context in which these women write is stifled by the realist socialism
which was enforced in the first decade after the Communists came to power, and it
involved the annihilation of aestheticism substituting it with ideological literature for the
people. By the end of the 60°, with careful and small steps, taking high risks, the writers

and literary critics take advantage of a certain loosening of the communist censorship



and bring literature alive again with a propensity for the aesthetic. Modernism, severed
before reaching its full potential, was rehabilitated under the form of a neo-modernism or
tardo-modernism, a pervasive literary trend in the women prose researched here.

The shaping of the modernist literary canon and especially of the modernist
postwar canon is attempted in this study as well. While in the first chapter we examine
the main coordinates of the Romanian postwar modernism, we will concentrically return
in the last chapter to underline the contribution of women writers to the consolidation of
the modernist canon, with its fluid margins, with perpetually re-created and re-interpreted
structures. Literary criticism focusing on theme and the historical context of the literary
work and the play between text and context generated between 1920 and 1950 a way of
reading based on structures and directions. Thus history and fiction are no longer
perceived as distinct but they communicate, having a referential vision since, as other
researchers have noted (Bateson, Derrida and others), the literarity of a text depends on
the context, and what is literary in a certain situation can be factual in another one. The
origin of such reading is of bahtinian descent which investigated the literary work in
terms of the poliphony of the existing discourses, as a dialogue between the official
discourse of the establishment and the critical voices of popular literature. Some of the
key concepts of this school of thought, lead to the assumption that the speech acts cannot
be separated from the material conditions and the rupture between the literary and non-
literary text is detrimental and counterproductive, especially as the imaginative text or the
historical archived text cannot render the truth in its totality. To emphasize the
communication and permeable fronteers between fiction and non-fiction, feminine
detention memoirs are explored in the second chapter.

In the kingdom of fear, the testimony is no longer evidence, the only compass for
survival is a fictional world, a surrogate of reality. An alternative reality is constructed,
therefore the fronteers between fiction and reality are blurred. In the same time for
Derrida' the testimony will always be close to lies, to fiction, without ever being capable,
or forced to become proof. Trauma permeated the detention memoirs and fiction as well
in terms of identity construction. Trauma does not only generates characters emptied of

selves, obedient mimes of a flawed society made of dysfunctional families, mothers
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unable to give birth and nurture, traumatised children, but especially we see it as an
onthologial trauma which causes the fragmentation of identity and the dissolution of the
interiority. Thus a psichological reading of these novels is not enough to explore them,
that is why we suggest investigating the prose of psychological analysis not only through
a psychological reading, ineffective in this context, but rather through trauma. The
theories of trauma have not been used so far in Romanian literary criticism although, as
we will show, the political invasion of the personal space of the writer, diforms the
literary act to such a degree that the marks of an abuse are obvious. These painful
imprints will be exhibited despite the reluctance of critics to approach trauma, this
attitude in itself, being a sign of trauma closing up in silence.

The methodology of scientific research

The current research is constructed palimsestically, through closely arranged
layers of ideology, history, fiction and memoirs of feminine detention, using cultural
studies, thematic analysis, feminist, sociologic and psycho-analytic criticism. The
intricate connection between the work of art and the communist context is not just seen
deterministically but as texts that construct one another. Literature serves history at times,
as it has been noted so far but it is in the same time a power that impacts the discourse of
the establishment undermining it because as Virgil Nemoianu® shows literature and art
are not set in the pattern of human order: they pertain to irrationality and the hazard,
and the surprise, the refuse and dispersion are part of their very nature.

It might be claimed that the fictional text is a different category, not determined
socially or historically, a way of expressing conscience, independent of external factors
and irrelevant in terms of its truth value. This allegation only confirms the imprecision of
such borders which deliniate the outside from the inside. A theoretician of this concept,
Brook Thomas® clarifies the interaction between text and context by showing that the
essence is not to prove that a literary text reflects a historical event but to create an

energetic field between the two so that the event is read as a social text and the text as a

? Virgil Nemoianu, O teorie a secundarului. Literaturd, progres si reactiune. Bucuresti: Univers, 1997,
[1989], p. 13.
3 Thomas Brook, The New Historicism and Other Old-Fashioned Topics, Princeton University Press, 1991,

p.78. (trad. de mine, B.S.)



social event. In other words such an approach aims to prove the historicity of the texts
and the textuality of history”.

The context of the current research and identification of the impediments in
conducting the research

The concern for feminine prose may have sprung from a desire for justice, being
aware that there are a number of social mechanisms which can interfere with the women
gaining preeminence in the literary world, as the writers themselves admit. Nevertheless,
being fascinated by the writers artistic accomplishment I saw it as my moral duty to
recover their work. The print of trauma on artistic representation has been a constant
concern of mine and I have undergone extensive study on this matter in my former work.

The literary production of these writers have generated many laudatory reviews at
the time when their novels were released. Although their contribution is mentioned in the
majority of the literary histories, there isn’t consistant research regarding them, apart
from Dana Dumitriu and Gabriela Adamesteanu. In addition to the attention that they
received in reviews, Liana Cozea with Dana Dumitriu — The Portrait of a lady (2000)
brings Dana Dumitriu’s work into limelight again after a long silence, consequently two
monographic studies ensued: Dana Dumitriu — critical monography (2011) supervised by
professor Mircea Tomus, and another one of a more recent date Dana Dumitriu — critical
monography (2013), supervised by professor Andrei Bodiu.

Gabriela Adamesteanu, being more vocal in the civil society after 1989, is a well-
known name, significantly present in the literary word as well, her work being widely
analysed in literary histories, sometimes being the only postwar name mentioned. There
are doctoral thesis dedicated to this author, Gabriela Adamesteanu and the issue of
feminine literature, supervised by professor Elena-Zaharia Filipas as well as the more
recent Functional structures and significations of the novelistic discourse of Gabriela
Adamesteanu and Mircea Ciobanu, supervised by professor Gheorghe Manolache.

However the work of Maria Luiza Cristescu, Alexandra Tarziu and Adriana Bittel
is by far less known. Although they have been in the limelight at the time they published

their novels, they have been marginalised by certain factors generated by their socio-

* Louis Montrose, Professing the Renaissance. apud Ross Murfin and Supryia Ray, The Bedford Glossary
of Critical and Literary Terms, Boston: Bedford Books, 1997, p. 243.



historical context. Thus the present study used the literary reviews, the few pages of
literary histories in which they are mentioned, Alexandra Tarziu being the least
mentioned in such literary studies. Taking everything into account, the current study
followed the guidelines of literary reviews but our interpretation is exclusively based on
the literary texts, a compulsory approach due to the preference for a re-reading through
trauma theories.

Trauma theories have been developed in anglo-american criticism and I had the
privilege to have a direct contact with renowned literay critics in this field (Ann
Whitehead and Cathy Caruth) at the International Conference Trauma in the Humanities
(Lincoln University, 2012). The direct contact with the critical text has been required as a
theoretical support so I have provided my own translation, working in the same way with
the feminist criticism which has been cautiously used in Romanian literary criticism.

The extensive work of the women writers in the postwar period required a strict
selection of the novels, approached to convey the main directions of the prose of these
prolific writers.

Novelty and scientific originality stems from the re-assessment from a
contemporary and interdisciplinary point of view of some concepts not yet appropriated
in Romanian criticism, such as the aesthetics of trauma. The novelty of a feminist reading
of postwar feminine prose emphasizes the modernity of these novels at a thematic level
as well as at the level of narrative techniques and artistic means specific to modernism.
Our research is not meant to undermine the center to include feminine prose in a
politically correct manner, because our reading is not ideologically anchored in an
aggresive feminism but we aim at approaching these authors from an aesthetic point of
view, underlining not only the witness quality but also the artistic achievement.

The discurive practices, that of the establishment and the marginal ones, inform
the literary text thus we aimed in the first chapter to recapture history not in the sense of
rendering a certain chronological chain of events of postwar Romania, but in an effort to
understand the impact of communist ideology on the identity core, on the discourse of
self in terms of the alterity of an ideology which overturns canons, undermines moral
strongholds, creating with unprecedented brutality an empire of fears, where not only the

interaction with others but also self-referentiality becomes problematic. In this context,



imbued with fear, is no longer surprising to note that the postwar literay discourse is
permeated by the trauma of the invasion of the self, trauma that can be exhibited or
altogether eluded. Escapist literature, where trauma is sublimated, as well as esopic
literature bears the print of a psychological rape in the tough phrasing of Vladimir
Tismadneanu, as we prove by investigating certain areas of feminine prose. Even the focus
on the feminine side has metaphorical possibilities, in the sense that it suggests a certain
vulnerability, a fragility of the arts, which as the cane of Isaiah the prophet may bend but
it is not broken.

The detention memoirs are called upon in the second chapter to point to the
convergence between the factual world and the possible one. The three former prisoners
narrating their trauma, evade in possible worlds: that of the art (Lena Constante), of the
faith in the human being (Adriana Georgescu), and of the faith in God (Nicole Valery
Grossu). Their testimony is not seen as having the function of a document only, because
of their capacity to open themselves towards possible worlds, creating internal truths, not
necessarily historical documents. The binarity fiction/testimony is no longer a stable
structure but when rigurously analysed the interconnection of the semantic field of the
two terms is unavoidable, so we can refer to testimony - constructed using literary tropes
remarking thus that behind it lurks the possiblity of fiction, thus fiction can become
testimony as well.

Trauma is not only present in case of the identity discourse but it generates in the
fictional texts a series of motifs and themes which obsesively and repeatedly occur in the
work of all the studied authors: the theme of power which objectifies the individual, the
fatality of a destiny which disempowers and annihilates the individual, the kafkian guilt,
left undetermined, the dislocation and unrooting of the subject who becomes vulnerable
when facing external aggression. Trauma is felt as presence at a thematic and discoursive
level. The feeling of guilt, the irrational fear, histrionism, the paralysed will, the invasion
of self up to the point where it is ruthlessly exposed, the doubling, the refuse of
maternity, the perpetual dislocation are only a few specters of trauma haunting the
postwar feminine prose.

The the third chapter, focused on a feminist approach to feminine prose

investigates elements pertaining to the specifics of feminine prose. While we cannot



categorically state that the works written by women are necessarily feminist we can still
emphasize that in the feminine prose, the condition of women is viewed from different
angles as a proof of the woman’s concern for defining itself whereas the silences of the
text, the total avoidance of motherhood, and the dystopic image of the mother, of the
devoted wife, are the signs of the dissolution of strong concepts inside the identity
discourse of women. The works studied allow such a feminist reading from our
standpoint, reflecting the argument dispersal and the impossiblity of creating feminist
norms by a simple and reductive list of ingredients absolutely essential for a feminist
prose. Approaching the postwar feminine prose from a feminist viewpoint we admit
alongside Matei Cilinescu’ that such a re-reading is legitimate and necesary without
draining the various possibilities of such texts.

The contribution of these writers to the modernist canon is underlined in chaper
four where we come to the conclusion that the modernist prose of the aforementioned
authors is in its essence of an exploratory nature, triggered by the fundamental crisis of
the self, of language, of communication, of reality eventually, and whose tragedy is
mitigated by the parodic elements of their work. The authors seem to escape in modernist
techniques which challenge the ideological monochromacy but not in a purely ludic
manner but rather in asserting freedom by assuming and using those esthetical norms and
rhethorical strategies seen as potentially threatening by the censorship, a fact which
comes to prove the participative hermeneutic of parody that Linda Hutcheon emphasises.

By rejecting an aesthetic of the beautiful, of the sublime, of the tragic, as
prescribed by the establishment, the feminine prose favours an aesthetic of the mundane,
of the real, of derision, falling from the heights of modernist concepts in another form, a
low one. Thus, although the texts of these authors are first of all witness texts, the key to
decipher these has not been lost in the mist of time, on the contrary, their artistic
achievement recommends them to infinite readings in the future, maintaining the fragile
link between reality and fiction, the story, the representation of trauma having a cathartic
effect and a soteriological function in the realm of fear. What rescues the subject from the

depth of despairs of the communist prisons (Lena Constante, Nicole Valery Grossu) as

> Matei Calinescu, 4 citi, a reciti. Citre o poeticd a (re)lecturii. Trad. de Virgil Stanciu, Iasi: Polirom, 2003
[1993], p. 122.



well as from the midst of celebrations (Ghighi) or from the petty lives and the

insignificant universe of women such as Vica, Letitia, Ivona, is THE WORD, the

cathartic function of maneuvering it, but especially powerful because it has not yet been

rendered futile.
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