
THE NOVEL  
 (meaning the harsh Stalinist period in 
Romania, 1950–1960) alternates, in 
fact, between dissent from the com-

phrase “the novel of the obsessive de-

literary criticism, but it is somewhat 
inappropriate, a more accurate de-
scription being “the novel about the 

-
ings belonging to authors who did not 
experience the Gulag directly (except 
for Alexandru Ivasiuc) and made the-
matic compromises lest they should 

deny the impact these writings had in 
their time, but as the critical reassess-
ment of Romanian literature conduct-
ed after 1989 has shown, this impact 

the novel of the obsessive decade no 
longer holds sway today is also due 
to the massive wave of depositional 
literature, represented by detention 
memoirs and confessions (almost two 
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hundred such books were published between 1990 and 2010), which constitute 
1 Compared to this, the novel of the obses-

sive decade is but a minor presence as regards the theme of the Gulag and its 
-

ism that were published after 1989, the novel of the obsessive decade reflects the 

register, it adopts an Aesopian, allusive writing, which places it halfway between 

-

 of this type of novel, voiding it of meaning: “The 

that attempted to legitimize itself by scathingly dismantling the immediate past 

the other hand, dissection did not exhaust the resources of a realism that was 
-
2 

The latter commentator introduced a caustic concept for the novel of the obses-
sive decade: neoproletcultism

-
3

-
-

of the obsessive decade only rarely describes an infernal space (which is merely 

implied by the space of purgatory is solely theoretical, because it is practically 

the new classifications proposed after 1990 (for instance, the one advanced by 
Ion Simuþ),4 this type of novel would be subsumable partly to subversive litera-

different, depending on the spiritual structure of the characters (mortification, 

of necessary victims, of an internalized and assumed evil, hence, of phármakos
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in these writings (cancer, an invasion of locusts, rats, crabs, a sanatorium, birds, 

T
HE PROTAGONIST of the novel A Gallery of Wild Vine

Romania, the excluded one (the exclusion meeting features the typical 
Stalinist exposure mechanisms, the character being accused that he is a Platonist 

-
5 On the front 

Un exclu 
pensif pour la patrie, that is, an exiled man meditating on his own country, the 
excluded one who has doubts about the future of the homeland, occasioning a 

lèse-majesté! The other characters around Chiril 
-

nists, Cavadia is a hypocritical Faustian, who supports the theory that evil works 
towards a broader understanding of good and asks Chiril to choose philosophi-

Finally, the most ambiguous character is the allegorical Gallery, which may be 

In three places, the author makes risky compromises: first, as regards Chiril 
-

and sophisticated, but improbable for the year 1958, when the second wave of 

-
ously exposed, at a time when denouncements abounded and denouncers were 
encouraged, since, as a slogan of the period went, an informer who was loyal 

the one hand, he is an agent of repression, while, on the other, he is a refined 

Roadevin had been the aide of a female commissioner, an iron lady with an 
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-
-

is adamant about distinguishing himself from amorphous Securitate men or 
from the brutes, regarding himself as an intellectual who has certain doubts, just 

knows that in the basement, his bullying colleagues, the brutes, are conducting 

-

-

-
fering to the Gallery of wild vine (understood as a political confessional of the 

-

passed for a refined-decadent character rather than for a technician and practi-

M
ARIN PREDA’S novel, The Most Beloved of Earthlings, was conceived as 
an effigial writing for the situation of hounded intellectuals under 

mostly for the average reader, with an avid taste for secondary, processed infor-

6 Whether real or 
not, these words belong to Gheorghe Gheorghiu-Dej and they seem essential, 

 
Preda wrote this novel in a period when history was no longer excessively raw, 
and things could or could not be misconstrued! That is why the author could 
afford to reproduce a summary of the trenchant discussion (whether fictional 

outlined three far-reaching repressive measures: the punishment of peasants 
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-

portrays both the comical stage of the communist revolution, and its tragic-gro-

by the main character, Victor Petrini: people think they are masters of their own 

-

The pact with the Power is another dilemma afflicting the characters in the 

character actually embodies the hybrid new man) speaks about accepting the 

communist, Ion Micu would not bear to be tortured by the communists them-

stance towards his own investigator, again a deceptively seraphic one, who does 
-

cation, which puts an end to the investigation, and yet the danger looming over 
-

ing his incarceration, the character encounters Balkanized buffoons, as well as 
-

lows: the berserker, harboring explosive frustrations (the captain who arrested 

The Securitate officers are seen as viruses and anomalies, generally recruited 

-
7 In general, the 

it in their blood and instinct how to be members of the repressive apparatus, 
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them the reality and the people who inhabit it are malleable and manipulable, 

detention, because he makes a concise portrait of the correctional environment 
and of the prisoner as a category: “A toothless wreck, with baggy eyes, crav-

8 What is also inter-
estingly treated is the relationship between victim and guard, the two reaching 
a sort of communion before the victim punitively kills the executioner (this 

be tacitly executed, but, in a sort of Darwinian selection, it is the victim who suc-
-

tigation and detention (a case study, in fact) represents an essential piece about 

T
HE MOST exciting novel of obsessive decade was, at its time, Augustin 
Buzura Faces of Silence, even though I seriously object to the concessions 
the author made on the subject (the deflation of the phenomenon of re-

sistance in the mountains, one of the most active in Eastern Europe, prior to Ro-

he is a fallen executioner, who continues to wage a mental war against his victim, 

an unusual text at the time it was published, but the projection of anti-commu-

Dan Toma, the protagonist, vacillates between good and evil, between vic-
tim and executioner, each claiming their own truth (objective truth is impos- 
sible) and demanding justice for themselves, the executioners being the ones who 

 
Radu (the executioner) is not only his harassment of the victim, extended in 
time, but also his avowed condition as a victim of his own theoretical mas-

cooperativization and as a persecutor of the anti-communist resistance in the 
mountains, he wants to account for the turbulent first years of communism, 
casting the blame on the theorists of terror, from the times when good and evil 

-
secuted and exterminated by Gheorghe Radu), but it is deceitfully based on 
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-
lem the novelist foregrounds, albeit indirectly, concerns the manner in which 
the younger generations react to the aberrations of the obsessive decade, acting 

initiated into the law of hatred and how he became a practitioner of terror and 

colleagues, above all, at a generational level: thus, those who acted and held 
the power during the first stage were the primitives, the barbarians, of a vio-

Augustin Buzura presents the abuses perpetrated by the Securitate in the ru-
ral environment: frantic arsonists setting fire to forbidden books, in a sort of 

savage as an agent of terror and because of the fear that he might also become an 

(the leader of the partisans), who forced him to eat his party membership card, 

officer who hates his former victims: he believes that all the troubles he has expe-

an old executioner who experiences remorse, but who does not know how or 

In Pride, the interesting figure is that of the executioner rather than that of 
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edulcorated one, for those who are unaware of the years of terror, and another, 
real one, for his victim), and the one offered by Ion Cristian, the victim, a forced 

-
tionship victim-executioner is more spectacular than in Faces of Silence because 
the victim and the executioner will not forgive one another, each of them re-

from another point of view, for these are two friends, one of whom chooses to 
become an executioner, while the other chooses to be a victim: theoretically, 

Moreover, Varlaam attempts, at one point, to force the two into reenacting the 

Cristian, in his turn, is asked to strike Redman, the victim obstinately refuses to 
do so, realizing the danger of moral decay and dehumanization entailed by the 

-
sumed by his hatred and suffering from a superiority complex due to the fact 

but given his zeal in enforcing terror he has become an ambitious executioner 

tool of a deceitfully seraphic investigator, who would not get his hands dirty 

executioner, as both partners perceive it, becomes a battle of wits and a game 
-

laam turns into something other than what he had been at first: he is no longer 
primitive and brutal, but has become a refined executioner, who absolutizes his 
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-
trays his friend, not just anyway, but by resorting to the very dehumanizing 

-
lysts that drive someone towards becoming a traitor: fear, envy, the desire to 

former informer and witness for the prosecution tracks down his former victim 
(Cristian, who, many years after his political detention, is a renowned physician) 

-

fabricated information to the reports that the character Canaris makes in writ-

idea that the Romanian society of the 1980s was controlled through the agency 

The gallery of executioners also includes the guard Fasole, who harasses polit-

Olteanu is, on the one hand, a brute, but he is also the one who helps Cristian (it 
should be noted here that the author outlines the typology of a hybrid Securitate 

other hand, he is also the one who feeds Cristian clandestinely, also passing on 

gallery of executioners, Augustin Buzura intended to draw nuanced portrayals 

the role of the deceitfully seraphic investigator, granting a special place, if not to 
the exceptional torturer, then to the partly moderate torturer, which was prob-

A
LEXANDRU IVASIUC is a novelist who, throughout his work, was marked 
most strongly by the obsessive decade and who had experienced the Gu-

instead, to use a formula that has been critically applied to him, he was “eyeless 
9 I will present his novels that tackle the period of the obsessive 

decade, under consideration here (including an exception, the novel The Crab, 
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which depicts the beginning of a far-right dictatorship that can and ought to be 
understood as a far-left dictatorship), in a linear thematic progression and not in 

Interval, Night 
Knowledge and Illuminations are novels dealing with the subject of exclusion and 
the communist exposure trials, in which, besides victims, the typical characters 

Interval is the relived story of an exclusion, corresponding to the obsession 

split character, in an attempt to save him by this very duality of self: on the one 

the taste of freedom, while on the other hand, his status is that of a new man, 
Interval, the exclusion moment becomes a kind 

of excruciating Proustian core, but is resumed like a poisoned albeit necessary 

main accuser), who exorcises his own guilt and aggression through the meeting 
-

logical and well-reasoned arguments, prefiguring the type of refined executioner 
-

clusion is recollected more than ten years later, in order for both the victim and 
the moral executioner to exorcize the unwholesome experience of yore, which, 
all in all, is an interesting end from a psychological point of view, but a failed 

In Night Knowledge the theme of the obsessive decade is sieved through the 

-

consists of having accepted this explanation, hence his passive attendance of the 
trial staged to his friend (he does not become an accuser, but neither does he 

an emphatic nightmare, the author projects the image of Ion Marina as a giant 
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-
sion: you may be initiated into Power, but that does not mean that you can hold 

The institute in Illuminations is a microcosm with its own laws, a closed 

the obsessive decade is analyzed through the lens of two political generations: 
one conservative and dogmatic (Ghibãnescu and Donoiu), the other seemingly 
progressive and liberal, but in fact neo-Stalinist (Paul Achim and Nicolaie 

some risks in depicting the characters in this novel as treacherous moralists, 
vaunting a philosophy that ignores the boundaries between Good and Evil! The 
novel is focused on dismantling the mechanism of meetings held for the indict-

out as an epitomic political prisoner is Stroescu, who experiences enlightenment 
in detention, through solidarity and truth (he is a victim who forgives his ex-

once an employee of the Securitate, he is now displeased with the new political 
fear no longer exists (of prison, death, exclu-

Securitate officer, who is currently the head of human resources at the institute, 
every researcher should have a file full of secret, informative notes, as Ionescu is 
in charge of the network of informants and monitors, like a totalitarian spider, 

-
-

-

It is a tardy enlightenment, because morally, it can no longer save the character: 

10 
In The Birds, the episodes relating to the obsessive decade are fragmentary, 

but explicit: Liviu Dunca is initiated into the microcosm of a site which is in-
vaded by the agents of a suspicious and exterminating authority: drivers who 
pose as re-educators and Stalinist secretaries, who allow for the insinuation of a 
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gloomy, concentration camp atmosphere (a dull secretary turns, within the span 

an ever expandable concentration camp (work is no longer carried out here, 

reason why he is arrested, the point being that the very mechanism and motive 

in a pure moral state, having him guide himself after the vestigial remnants of 

Liviu Dunca is arrested by two complementary Securitate officers (one is 
courteous, the other is a rascal), on charges of complicity in a staged trial of 
sabotage, the sole explanation given to him being that he is just a cog in the 

is pointless in a trial of exposure, for the strategy of the repression apparatus is 

11

tamed and disciplined through violence: “Paternal authority is being restored, 
12 -

curitate is explained through the idea of a foundational gesture, for the “found-

all, even of exorcism, the washing away of burdens, of sins and shortcomings, 
13 In this world of victims, accusing witnesses and execu-

tioners, the sole, albeit reprehensible savior is the pact with Power and, hence, 
with the Securitate and the Party, as the collaborationist voices in the novel 
avow: the distinction between us (potential and actual victims) and them
word pronounced with deferential respect to those in Power (here are included 

-
14 In his search for the latter, Dunca wanders 

around a building filled with mazes and dark corridors, with guards, secretaries 

a pawn in a hierarchy and a vast network of other pawns, in which abuses and 

-



PARADIGMS • 41

Securitate officer, he must tread this path even if he has witnessed the torture 
of victims and even though he has never practiced such a thing (note should be 

have been espoused by a Securitate colonel during the years of the obsessive 

-
15 The victim is afraid, but holds on and 

discovers, in prison, the idea of a postponed destiny, and it is ultimately this idea 

The Crab could be just a representation of the Gulag, for although Don Atha-
nasios is a right-wing dictator, what is essential is his structural mold as an 

the theme of anarchy and for hybrid psychological structures: Don Athanasios, 
for instance, shatters the concepts of innocence and guilt, for such a removal of 
boundaries highlights how reprehensible and, at the same time, how stringent 

-
 

the series of South American dictators portrayed by Miguel Ángel Asturias,  

the model of his dictator is, obviously, Stalin, rendered as the fictional figure of 

First 
Circle, namely the famous dialogue between Stalin and his Minister of the In-

Athanasios is the “creator of the new fear, the perfect technician not of mechani-
cal terror, exerted brutally and virilely by an almighty father, but of systematic, 

16 Miguel is the commentator and passive disciple of terror, 
himself threatened to be swept away by the wave of terror, as a possible victim, 

can become a victim, even those who are already dead, for the status of a victim 

give a decisive lesson, multiple parallel executions are carried out on a hallucina-

Miguel the disciple must pass through the stage of victim, at least theoretically: 
he becomes the guinea pig of Don Athanasios, who initiates him into the secrets 

-
vouring crustaceans, led by the Grand Crab (Don Athanasios), a world in which 
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H
AVING SUCCINCTLY analyzed these writings, it should be noted that I 
did not set out to exhaust the series of novels of the obsessive decade, 
but merely to mention the most important ones, choosing the least 

subversive or relatively subversive authors (I deliberately did not approach the 
novels signed by Petre Sãlcudeanu, Dumitru Popescu and Ion Lãncrãnjan, as 
these texts are not only devoid of aesthetic value, but also devoid of an ethical 

of the Gulag except in certain stretches of the narrative, focusing rather on the 
-

sive decade is thus a lame forerunner of the future demystifying writings about 
the Gulag (prison memoirs), its role being that of obscuring the refined terror 
of the Ceauºescu era by pointing an accusing finger at the brutal terror of the 
Gheorghiu-Dej era, but without engaging in a deep analysis of the Romanian 

-

strategy is attested by the wide readership that the theme of the obsessive decade 
enjoyed among all categories of readers: from refined connoisseurs to amateurs, 

impression of genuine dissidence, aptly speculated by the eminences grises who 

(Translated by CARMEN-VERONICA BORBÉLY)
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