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made scenario foreshadows everything: the way the aesthetic consciousness quietly sepa-
rates from the cultural body.

For the founding father of “Sburitorul” literary circle, modern times are specific by
the agency of individual consciousness, which, in its turn, validates the aesthetic phe-
nomena. The personality is called on to express freely both as a means of emancipation
from the race psychology and of radical opposition against its traditionalist and stereo-
typic expressions (whether linguistic or mental)."* Accordingly, the more a writer illus-
trates the frequent themes of ‘the national soul’, complying with the race’s psychologi-
cal profile, the greater his loss throughout the irreversible process of aesthetic value
mutation.

As a matter of fact, the ethnic and psychological factors lose their relevance within
the boundaries of lettered culture because the modern life seems so glued up that the
ethnic diversity gets levelled and, on the contrary, the importance of updating gains
ground. The Romanian critic used to translate wide from Latin and the idea we have just
resumed looks similar to the ‘saeculum’ Tacitus mentioned in his histories. In Lovinescu’s
mind, what the Romanians would borrow from Western culture, chiefly as forms of
expression, must bear away once and forever the folkloric pattern and bring us out
from the dumbness of a typified creativity that is ethnographically determined. Hence,
did the modern Romanian civilization see daylight as a consequence of a revolutionary
process (which implies on the one hand, to cut off with the past and the subsequent popu-
lar tradition, and, on the other, to plug into the Western culture through imitation, which
fits with the other notorious story about ‘burning out the stages’ / “arderea ctapelor”),
it turns out that not only its inner natural development is questioned, but also the pos-
sibility to actuate and figure out, step by step, all the evolution cycles the Occidental part-
ners had undertook. Coming under the incidence of European spirit exactly when
Romanticism clocked in, the Romanian literature could not turn and look back. Yet, once
raised to a new ‘lettered’ life, it has to put itself on the map and turn things around.

3. Is there a Romanian Symbolism?

fact that the birth under the star of Romanticism led to a distressful confusion

between ethnic and aesthetic principles. During the first stage, marked by a
natural effusion towards the national idea, the turmoil of values can and should be
tolerated; yet, once with the triumph of modernity and once one has in sight the ways
in which literature tends to create a haughty and autonomous language, dissociation
failures seem roughly unacceptable. Consequently, the claim to dissociate the aesthetic
traits from other values (obstinately referred to), proves to come in the aftermath of
the theories establishing ideas such as literary language specialization and self-determi-
nation; the mechanism seems clearer in the course of poetry evolution, from Poe to
Baudelaire, going on by Rimbaud and Mallarmé, and reaching at Valéry or T. S. Eliot.

P LANNING TO frame up a Romanian aesthetic tradition, Lovinescu underlines the
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‘contents’). In a nutshell, Lovinescu’s modernism and theories on synchronization appear
to be formal and rather shallow imperatives, whilst what it is presumed as literary ‘content’
roots invariably in ‘tradition’, defined and explained as ‘race psychology’. Henceforth,
one can understand easily Calinescu’s paradoxical sentence on how ‘traditionalism’ could
sometimes be translated plainly as a form of modernism.

4. Romanticism, Romanian-ism
and the impurity of aesthetics

on a formal and rather superficial level. As imitation of past models, it is des-

picable; as psychological reaction, compatible with the race’s spirit, it repre-
sents a reactionary attitude distinguishing nations among each other, a fashionable lite-
rary gesture, perfectly accorded to Western patterns. Psychologically speaking, let us
subscribe to the idea that national literature works as “the expression of collective soul,
in his innermost and enduring side” [my translation, A. P],** therefore, related to social
ideology and progressist trends, it stands as a reactionary force.” This way, Lovinescu
anticipates Virgil Nemoianu’s theories on the relationship between literature (namely,
what has been called ‘the secondary’) and ideology, getting really close to Antoine
Compagnon’s ‘anti-moderns’ (which stand for the ‘reactionary’ side of modernity as well).
To boil down the matter, let us all agree that only theoretically the historian of modern
Romanian civilization champions ‘the strong values’ of modernity and the necessity to
catch on reality. In his inner world, in the deep recess of the critic’s psychology, there is
a strong conservative bias, ‘anti-modern’ to a point (in the same way the French scho-
lar designates it).

Furthermore, the ‘anti-modern’ Lovinescu distrusts Symbolism in an obvious man-
ner: its decadence does not meet with our race’s vigorous metabolism. Minor Romanticism,
classically shaped and folklore-inspired, rests the only form of art proper to the Romanian
people, to this shepherd soul unspoiled by the taste of relativity and self-diffidence.
Only once with the rise of bourgeoisie—a social phenomenon correlated to the modern
lifestyle—the emergence of Romanticism virtually becomes a characteristic form of
sensibility, which shall find later a proper artistic expression. Notwithstanding its deve-
lopment, the Romanian bourgeoisie acquired pretty late a class consciousness, apt to
enhance its historical acion. However, things did not proceed as elsewhere and our midd-
le-class flourished in ‘specific,” let us say, typically Romanian, conditions. Paradoxically,
the first mediators of integration into the Western world came from the Orient: the
Phanariote fry and the Russian officers (see also Kiseleff’s reforms) are believed to be
the most eager agents of Europenization. The thesis is confirmed by several authors
among whom we should mention Pompiliu Eliade’s De Pinfluence frangaise sur Uesprit
public en Roumanie (1898), D. Popovici’s La littérature roumaine a époque des lumiéres
(1945), and, last but not least, Neagu Djuvara’s delicious book entitled Intre Orient si
Occident. Tarile vomine la inceputul epocss moderne (1995). '

’. s WE might have noticed, Lovinescu denies the existence of traditionalism only
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he claimed the peasant did not lack spiritual complexity, nor spirituality in general, yet
it appears he lacks it because of a distinct type of conformism, related to the popular
tradition canons. As both the unpredictable element and the will to individualize failed
to occur, it was widely assumed that the peasant’s soul resembles the void, where no events
happen (after Duiliu Zamfirescu issued it, the phrase raised in its career, being reitera-
ted not only by Lovinescu, but also by Camil Petrescu, Mircea Eliade and so on). If
the countryside people are used indeed to live automatically, the intellectual (carrying a
more differentiated and individualized soul) needs to resort to manifold ways of exis-
tental expression (yet, not the most valuable, as Lovinescu used to believe). Subsequently,
intellection would represent only a spirit’s movement or language, which the rural
folks (and literature as well) could dispense with. Cilinescu also added that perhaps
literature relies not on psychology, but on human soul in general.

Subscribing to Cilinescu’s warning, I would like to round the argument by saying
that, in spite of its opaqueness to analysis, the human soul does not comport qualitati-
ve mutations derived from the virtual fluctuations of life-conditions. It might bear on
only structural modifications. In a word, the distinction between ‘rural’ and ‘urban’ is not
relevant in the process of aesthetic judgement. Therefore, the presumed necessity of
thematic change and re-branding, that is, rural-urban substitution, seems to be chal-
lenged merely by sociological conditions, as a signal of a pragmatic projection tou-
ching on reality-nearness and expression diversity. However, not even the sociological
grounds back up Lovinescu’s ‘law’; instead, Pierre Bourdieu considers that the lot of lite-
rature does not consist of reality reflections, because “at the basis of the functioning of
all social fields, whether the literary field of that of power, there is the tllusio, the invest-
ment in the game.” Thus, it seems that literature estranges from reality when one expects
the less: at all rates, the mimesis does not allow the writer a space to break through, but
on the contrary, a space to break into reality.

Lovinescu is not that shrewd as we might imagine if he commissions literature to
faithful and objective reality-reflection, on the course of modernization, while the Romanian
society capsizes from tradition to modernity. For a highly esteemed cultural figure, this
looks like an amateurish and rather journalistic approach. Obviously, the reputed syn-
chronic criticism grows more and more biased and dogmatic: the critic slants his own
aesthetic formula and abusively appreciates it as the one and only modernist sample.

This way, helplessly twisting the threads of theories he himself is now unable to disen-
tangle, the master from “Sburitorul” circle ends by asserting (and also theorizing) his
bare right to err. He is, the same as in his former heydays, the impersonated image of
those common-lot reviewers, who are allowed to be carried away by short-lived enthu-
siasms since they are accustomed to check their intuitions within a set of hornbook
principles which have at least the merit to accredit, under way, the evolution of literary
forms. As such, Lovinescu discovers that, notwithstanding its unsteadiness, the critic’s
exercises should have at least a moral legitimacy. Leastwise.

Q
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Abstract
E. Lovinescu’s Doctrinarian Crystallization. Before and After the First World War

The present essay endeavours to throw a glimpse into the genesis of Eugen Lovinescu’s train of
thought, chiefly into those keynote critical ideas currently known amongst scholars as “moder-
nism,” “synchronism,” “the mutation of aesthetical values” and so forth. Some of them appa-
rently had already crystallized before the First World War and yer gained real ascendancy only in
the inter-bellum period and only as a reverberation of the Liberal doctrine circumscribed by
“Sburitorul” circle and by the modernist critic’s great synthesis, Istories civilizagies romdne moder-
ne (The History of Modern Romanian Civilization). Thercfore, a consistent part of our analysis focuses
on Lovinescu’s paradoxical and, most of the times, wry definitions and understandings of “moder-
nity” and “modernism.” They bespeak not only the critic’s attempt to find and neutralize, throu-
ghout convincing explanations, the real source of these contradictions—that is, the particular traits
of Lovinescu’s own psychology and somehow “in-between” personality—, but also a similar
process of relocation and neutralisation which can be traced in the Romanian society itself. Our
psychological assumptions on both transitional society and its prominent figures led to a mirro-
red scheme: the theoretical and doctrinarian inconsistencies (a certain blending of Liberalism
and Conservatism in Lovinescu’s own discourse on “the necessity of revisions™) cannot be per-
ceived but as a system of communicating vessels which senses the deep social convulsions wor-
ked out after either World Wars.
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