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ASPECTS OF THE WATER METAPHOR IN THE EMINESCIAN AND
POSTEMINESCIAN POETIC CREATION

Our work is an attempt to interpret the overall complex world, rich in meanings,
founded by Eminescu’s poetry and enhanced by Cosbuc’s, Goga’s, Minulescu’s and
Bacovia’s lyrics, reaching an impressive depth with Blaga’s poetry. The path followed
in this work was the analysis of the poetic universe and language, involving in this
analysis the acquisitions of literary criticism and history, stylistics and poetics,
metaphorology and hermeneutics, phenomenology and ontology. The multitude of the
horizons of interpretation, provided by so many different types of reading, the various
investigated lyrical works, has maintained our approach in a heterogeneous space. But
the “obsessive™ presence of the poetic images built around the water core enriches the
texture of this space, the aquatic images being indispensable in the creation of the
poetic meanings, forming an important part of the “stylistic matrix” of the Romanian
creators.

From the perspective of the poetics of elements, in Romanian literature,
Eminescu’s poetry has been addressed, both in the last century, by Elena Tacciu in
Eminescu. The poetry of elements, and in this century, in 2007, by a group of leading
researchers from lasi, coordinated by Dumitru Irimia, in Dictionary of the Eminescian
poetic language. Signs and poetic meanings. Vol 1l: Primordial elements. Other poets’
works has seen similar approaches, be it smaller articles and studies: Ioan Holban,
Water and fire, in Athenaeum, year XVIII, no. 3 (147), September 1981, V. Fanache,
The mystery of the great waters, in Essays on poetry ages in 1990, Romul Munteanu,
A Bachelardian interpretation of George Bacovia’s poetry in Permanencies of
Romanian poetry in 1996, or complex works, such as: Ion Caraion, The continuous
end in 1979.

What is new in our exegesis is the establishment of a system of relations of the
meanings of the water metaphor, which got us closer to the poetic text and allowed us

to step into its depth. We looked for and interpreted the way the semantic and stylistic

' V. Charles Mauron, De la metaforele obsedante la mitul personal (From the obsessive metaphors to the
personal myth), Cluj-Napoca, Editura Dacia, 2001, p. 194 — ,,This last word [obsessive] is taken in this case with
a meaning that there is neither purely statistical, nor pathological: as soon as an ideo-affective element has the
quality of intrusion and of pure unsettling obsession, we suspect the intervention of the unconscious factors”.



levels were created and their relationship in the founding development of the poetic
language.

Our paper, “a wooden bridge” that “shore to shore forever wants to link”
(Bridge over Mures, Lucian Blaga), lend an ear to what the water sang ‘“about
everyone and everything” passing along and across the poetic road. We hope that our
contribution will shape better the fundamental unit of the poetic spirit and, more
specifically, will catch its reverie in its joints, as well as the way of structuring a vision
in its forms.

From Eminescu to Blaga, the poets from the Romanian literature were
fascinated by the aquatic world, their material imagination being, totally or partially,
subjugated by the dream of the aquatic universe. Their works include both simple
references to water and original aquatic images. Most times, from the metaphor of
spring, water being seen as the fluid expression of the beginning and creation, to the
sea metaphor, cosmic symbol of motherhood, the poets crossed the revealing space,
building true “metaphorical worlds”. Illustrated by the nuclear metaphors generating
worlds, this creation of universes is the substance of poetry in its essence, in the
experience of language completeness”.

I studied, in the lyrics of the Romanian poets, from Eminescu to Blaga, the
water metaphor, not just the figure of speech but as Gaston Bachelard, G. Calinescu
and Lucian Blaga (to name just a few of the most important theorists) understood it: a
principle of poetic creation. Water — a metaphor for the beginning, creation, life and
death, love and femininity, purification and dissolution, knowledge and mystery,
power of transcending the limits, sign of inner transformations whose mechanism
works relentlessly, cyclic — is part of the “unconscious complex™ called “stylistic
matrix”, putting its mark on the poetic creation of many Romanian artists (we refer to
the period studied in this paper), in particular on the major creators of poetry. Water is
one of the fundamental materials of poetic imagination, present in Eminescu’s,
Cosbuc’s, Goga’s, Minulescu’s, Bacovia’s and Blaga’s imaginary, giving rise, each

time, to an explosion of images, transforming the language into poetic language.

? Doina Constantinescu, Limbaj si poezie in orizonturile cogeriene (Language and poetry in Coserien horizons),
in Cercetari de limba si literatura (Research in language and literature), tom XXXI, Oradea, Editura
Imprimeriei de vest, 2000, p. 15-23.



Blaga’s verse “At the origin, at the source” , the title of the argument of our
work, sends to the primary role that Eminescu’s poetry had while building the
Romanian poetic space: “all Eminescu’s descendants are Eminescian and no one
escapes the echoes of a great poem which preceded them”, G. Calinescu wrote in the
last century. Thus, in the chapter The Eminescian water, we analysed the stylistic
hypostasis of the water metaphor starting with the (anthumes and posthumous) poems
of the first Romanian modern poet. Shaping the poetic form in an original manner,
Eminescu’s poetry fascinates due to its “charming spell” and “semantic depth™.
Transparency, featuring the water element, is, as Ileana Oancea says, “the
manifestation of the depth of the poetic cogifo” and the greatness of the poet’s art lies
in his success to “make the clear form signify many things, in other words, to make it
not to ‘freeze’ its meaning in monovalent structures” *.

Eminescu is the first Romanian poet to express the essences of the subconscious
of his artistic universe through the complex approach of his symbolic style. Water,
depicted diversely, is just one of the elements of Eminescu’s works, but an important
piece of his poetic space, the expression of a state of consciousness that we notice due
to the emotional poetic language used. At the same time, the poetic images and
symbols which spring from this element exceed the size of a “poetics of water,
heading towards the magnitude of poetic ontology, involving all the coordinates that
define it”. In fact, through the poetic language with an ontological function, water, a
primary element passes from the condition of archetype to the one of myth and / or
symbols and metaphors.

The cosmic rocking of water made to spring, into the Romanian poetry, a
sensitive universe shaped by the symbolic thinking of a great artist’s consciousness,
conscious and subconscious. Permitting the entry into his world on multiple paths,
Eminescu’s poetry fed (and still feeds) the imaginary of the Romanian poets with his
sap, providing them with basic substances. Thus, the posteminescian imaginary is also

founded on water, basic concept, with a very wide range, reflecting the Being. Of the

3 Ileana Oancea, Poezie §i semioza (Poetry and semiosis), Timisoara, Editura Marineasa, 1999, p. 149.

* Ibidem, p. 150.

> Lucia Cifor, Apd (Water), in Dumitru Irimia (coordinator), Dictionarul limbajului poetic eminescian. Semne si
sensuri poetice. Vol II: Elemente primordiale (Dictionary of Eminescu’s poetic language. Poetic meanings and
signs. Vol II: Primordial elements,), lasi, Editura Universitatii “Al. 1. Cuza”, 2007, p. 29.



“big images”™® we have studied the ones fed by water as an a priori category of
perception and imagination, understanding, however, that this element is only part of
the whole that is Nature, and its manifestations: stream, spring, river, lake, sea, ocean
etc. are the “Nature’s language”, “signs from the World’s Book”, deciphered and then
ciphered in the “Poet’s Book””.

In the studied poetic world we tried to find the obsession, not the idea. Jean-
Pierre Richard considered the “idea less important than the obsession and the theory
[...] second in relation to the dream [because] a poet’s truth is rather in his poems than

» 8 What is continually troubling the creator, the stable

in his speeches on poetry
element, recognizable in his reverie will be sought and caught.

We read M. Eminescu, Al. Vlahutd, G. Cosbuc, O. Goga, 1. Minulescu, G.
Bacovia and L. Blaga in terms of depth, following the meanings of the material
imagination structured around the images of water in their poems, although we are
aware of the difference in the aesthetic value of these poets’ works. Moreover, we can
not ignore the nuances of communication or the development of the meanings acquired
by the water metaphor in a historical, cultural and spiritual context. If Eminescu’s
poetry is marked by the philosophical ideas of Kant, Hegel, Schopenhauer, the
spiritual evolution of Blaga or Bacovia had other philosophical and / or aesthetic
bench-marks: the German expressionism, the existentialism, the French symbolism,
the European avant-garde. The projection or reflection of these philosophical or
aesthetic beliefs in poems also converted the meanings of metaphor. Then, the authors’
stylistic identity is generated by the assumed poetics.

We set out to discover a certain root of the ontology of the poetic images, we
saw a part of the common cultural imagination of the Romanian poets studied in this
work and what is beyond this imagination, a part of the space of post-Eminescu’s
Romanian poetry with its element, water. The spring gushing from Eminescu’s work
stops in Blaga’s sea, which is eternally searching for the sources. The search for a

basic principle and the orientation towards the essential link water to the lyrics of the

% Eugen Todoran, Eminescu sau geneza gandirii poetice (Eminescu and the genesis of poetic thinking), in
Sectiuni literare (Literary sections), Timisoara, Editura Facla, 1973, p. 16-17.

’ Dumitru Irimia (coordinator), op. cit., p. 6 — 7.

¥ Jean-Pierre Richard, Poezie si profunzime (Poetry and depth), Bucuresti, Editura Univers, 1974, p. 27.



two poets, who are so different from so many points of view. The cult of water, if we
are permitted to push our hypothesis so far, suggests nostalgia for archetypes, the well
with living water from which at least M. Eminescu and L. Blaga drank to rejuvenate
their expression, style, breaking patterns.

But finding the poetic signs which appear obsessively tell us, the readers, about
the impulses coming from the depth, means finding the intimate universe, specific to
each author. The Spitzerian stylistic-hermeneutic perspective seems up-to-date: “The
motif and the word go parallel: from the words a poet favourites one can deduce his
motifs and vice versa™.

Since the lexemes used constantly by an author can reveal that writer’s
autonomous verbal universe, we resorted to statistical methods, although we
understood its limits and tried not to abuse. We found that the terms involved in
shaping the meanings of the water metaphor in the poetic space from M. Eminescu to
L. Blaga belong to different morphological classes: nouns — water, sea, wave, stream,
lake, river, tear, rain, well, drop —, verbs — to rain, to cry, to flow, to run out, to drip —,
adjectives — wet, soaking — being used both with their proper meaning and with their
figurative one. Often, as revealed from the analysis of the poetic texts, the linguistic
signs, previously listed, were transformed into poetic signs. We did, however, refer to
the Annexes with the poetic signs subsumed to the water element only when it was
necessary to strengthen the hypothesis formulated on the basis of the poetic texts. In
other words, we followed P. Guiraud’s line who, aware of the limits of the statistical
method, stated its utility in research, the poem being “a language and an art™'’.

We re-read the poems written by Eminescu’s epigones and those who were
influenced more or less profound by Eminescu’s works to complete the image of the
area from Eminescu to Blaga, to track the echoes of the aquatic images, the
acquisition, the development or the loss of the symbolism / symbol of water. Beyond
all differences of poetic and aesthetic formula and cultural formation the post-war

great poets have a common tradition from which Eminescu can not be missing, “the

? Apud Simion Mioc, Insemne mitice si mesianism in poezia lui Goga (Mythical symbols and messianism in
Goga’s poetry) in Structuri literare (Literary structures), Timisoara, Editura Facla, 1981, p. 26.

9P Guiraud, Probiémes et méthodes de la statistique linguistique, Paris, Presses Universitaires de France, 1960
apud Felicia Giurgiu, Motive si structuri poetice (Motifs and poetic structures), Timisoara, Editura Facla, 1980,
p. 78.



great tree from which we all come”, as Lucian Blaga wrote. In Eminescu’s poetry and
then in G. Cosbuc’s, O. Goga’s, 1. Minulescu’s, G. Bacovia’s and L. Blaga’s, the
poetic signs of the water semantic field, grouped around some eternal cores: the
primordial water, the dead water, the flowing water, the stagnant water, form networks
of distinguishing individual images. Water, caught in those material and spiritual
situations that give unity and originality to artistic expression, draws at least one main
coordinate of the poetic imagination of the period studied in this paper.

And, because, as I. M. Lotman stated, “no external description of procedures
can not be achieved as long as there was not a description of the background and there

was not a correlation between them” !

, only after we have paint the background, we
will focus on the different poetic notes, given by the special technique, the used art
processes, the figures of speech, closely following the poetic expression. Originally
Romantic, the water metaphor was taken by the little classicism, the symbolism, the
expressionism, the modernism, in a structure of new meaning, with a poetic language
refreshed every time. Researching these issues, too, very important for understanding
the poetic sphere, we conducted a full investigation of the water metaphor in
Eminescu’s and post-Eminescu’s poetic works.

Revaluing some aspects of the aquatic metaphor, valued by M. Eminescu in and
through his creation, have renewed and continue to renew the poetic world, opening
new perspectives of meaning, no matter if they wear the specific artistic vision of G.
Cosbuc, O. Goga, G. Bacovia or L. Blaga, or if they are identifiable in symbolism.
The material imagination of water forms unusual figures of speech, reflecting the
world in an artistic way through sounds, words, colours that capture attention and
reveals the expressiveness and the dynamics of the imagination of the poets studied in
this paper. Eminescu is the master of the use of the intermediary aquatic tropes, such
as the personifying epithet, metaphor or comparison, the symbolic metaphor, the
synesthethic metaphor and comparison; G. Cosbuc is the master of personification,
including the personifying epithets and comparisons; of the figures of speech directly
related to the aquatic world and more often used by Goga we mention the epithet, the

personification and the metaphor; the symbolist aquatic element, embodied in sea, hot

""I. M. Lotman, Lectii de poetica structurald (Lessons of structural poetics), Bucuresti, 1970, p. 228.



or cold water, welcoming, fresh or repulsive, storms, high waves, “rebellious waves”
(Off the past, Constantin Cantilli), heavy rain, fountains and weeping, is accompanied
by ornamental epithets, quickly becoming clichés, and by rare epithets, contrastive
epithets, pleonastic epithets; from the types of the water metaphors, mainly found in
the pages of the symbolist poetry, one can notice the verbal and nominal ones, of
which the genitive metaphors and especially the metaphors expressed by a
prepositional noun attribute; although the Bacovian style is poor, the use chorus and
the repetition of a verse, usually the final one, gives his poetry circularity and
individuality, reflecting the continuous “dream” of water, ungrateful primary element
and obsessive creation of material imagination; with L. Blaga, reviewing the stylistic
level comes back, but on a higher level as a spiral, to the richness of the aquatic
intermediary tropes, while the aquatic metaphor, any of any classification, dominates
his poems.

The main chapters of our work have a similar structure, moulding on the
complex plan mentioned above. Briefly, here are the stages: outlining the semantic
fields developed on the aquatic terms, identifying the meanings generated by the fluid
poetic signs, interpreting through a stylistic-poetic analysis of some lines, stanzas,
poems, understanding metaphor as a principle and not as a figure of speech. In the last
part of each chapter we studied the special technique of each poet, their figures of
speech, closely following the poetic construction, the expressiveness of the aquatic
images.

The hypothesis was substantiated and supported by the chosen poetic texts and
also by the statistical analysis created interpreted, establishing undeniable relationship
between the signifier and the signified. Thanks to so many images having the water
element as core, to the quantity and quality of poetic signs of its semantic field, the
complexity and variety of their meanings, the poetic universe of the Romanian studied
poets is based on the wave of the shining tears of the matter which cries eternally its
mystery. Under the sometimes contradictory forms, important for individualizing and
being unique, we found a point from where one can notice the harmony of a consistent
and precise image. We caught the unit, namely, a unity of diversity of the ways of

expression: the water metaphor.



In all its manifestations, as running water: spring, creek, river, or stagnated

. 12 . s 199 13
water: pond, lake, sea, as “wild” * water: rain, wave, or “civil”

water: fountain, as
big water: ocean, sea or barely discernible water: drop, as liquid: tears or solid: snow,
ice, water is an important metaphor, helping us to better understand the relationship
established between the poetic self and his world, between human being and Nature.

We did not want to exaggerate or simplify the complex processes that are
established between the poetic imaginary, the process of the lyrical discourse and the
surrounding reality. We started from Eminescu’s poetry and stopped at Blaga’s,
relying on Simon Mioc’s idea, according to which “at a great poet metaphors and
symbols open towards a polysemic mythical infrastructure”'”.

Built as unlimited, Eminescu’s poetic universe, where the presence of water
shows a desire to restore the vast originating unit, meets, in the universal harmony,

with Blaga’s poetic world, created as a repeatable openness to absolute, always

flowing from the source into the vast waters from the Sleep’s kingdom.

12 George Cilinescu, Universul poeziei (The universe of poetry), Bucuresti, Editura Minerva, 1971, p. 105.
3 Ibidem.
' Simion Mioc, Structuri literare (Literary structures), ed. cit., p. 19.
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