OCTAVIAN PALER: A MONOGRAPHIC STUDY
- Abstract -


The thesis, in its unity, aims at offering an image on the life and work of Octavian Paler, the writer who enjoys, even after his death, great consideration among readers. Taking into account the interest aroused by Octavian Paler among readers, since he is an extremely popular writer, we have considered that this subject can be even more interesting by highlighting the personal and literary events of his life. The novelty of the doctoral thesis: Octavian Paler: a monographic study, is also obvious by the fact that, in integrum, there is no other interpretation and analysis of the work and life of the writer, facilitated, it is true, by the fruitful encounters I and him had in July and August 2004. In our thesis, the accent falls upon the original character of his work, the essay elements and structures shaping the writings of Octavian Paler, which imposes a certain hesitation in the attempt to strictly categorize his books.

The novelty and originality of this paper, residing in an analytical research on the life and work of this writer, is completed by a research connected with a significant, up-to-date bibliography (including works and criticism). The thesis is structured in four chapters, each chapter being organized in subchapters. The conclusions are followed by an unprecedented interview with Octavian Paler, the selective bibliography of the consulted papers, both volumes and articles in different publications, all belonging to Octavian Paler, as well as critical references.

For a better understanding of the work and life of Octavian Paler, Chapter I, the biographical one, includes in fact a short presentation of his volumes with brief considerations. So, the first chapter comprises the most significant moments of his life and work, emphasizing the interesting biographical elements, defining his evolution and widely tackled in his books: Viaţa ca o coridă (”Life as a corrida”), Deşertul pentru totdeauna  (”Desert for ever”) and Autoportret într-o oglindă spartă (”Self-portrait in a broken mirror”).

As for the biography of the writer, we have mainly insisted on the universe of the childhood which marked his existence for good, as everything started and ended with Lisa, his birth place. Octavian Paler was born on July 2, 1926, in the village of Lisa, the county of Făgăraş. His parents, Alexandru and Ana Paler, for whom life was a mission, who did not mind about posterity, but whose only concern was the day after tomorrow, wanted their son to become ”a State Sub-secretary”, as the father wished, or ”a priest”, as the mother hoped, religious by nature. Thus, in the autumn of 1937, brutally taken apart from his little, edenic universe called Lisa, where nothing ever happened, he hardly penetrated the atmosphere of the city of Bucharest, where he was to study for seven years at the ”Spiru Haret” High School, a period that he calls ”the most insipid, the dullest time of my life”. According to his own confessions, ”(...) I was born out of fashion. Too sentimental for Lisa. And too conservative for Bucharest”, all this resulting into a process of ”urbanization” barely accepted by the writer. After one of his father’s visits to Bucharest, he decided, possibly to emphasize his attachment to his native places, since the world started with Lisa and ended with Lisa, to move, in his last class, to the ”Radu Negru” High School in Făgăraş, where he was promoted ”cum laude”, after which he passed his baccalaureate in Sibiu in 1945. Between 1946 and 1947, when he was a student, he had been admitted to three faculties: Letters, Philosophy and Law, Octavian Paler made an attempt to ”Rehabilitate the Middle Ages”, a manuscript that he unfortunately lost in a bookshop, a moment when he ”swore to give up literature”, an oath that he broke around the age of 44, when he published his first book of lyrical definitions: Umbra cuvintelor (“The shadow of words”). Between 1949 and 1964, after graduating from the Faculty of Letters and Philosophy and the Faculty of Law within the University of Bucharest, he became an editor for the cultural programmes of Radiodifuziune and later a deputy member in the Central Committee (1974-1978) of the Romanian Communist Party. In 1951 he got married and moved with his wife to her house, on Ioan Cuza Avenue, where he lived until the end of his life. A son was born out of this marriage, Alexandru, an economist living in Italy at present.

An Agerpress reporter in Rome in 1964, for three months, he returned home just to accept, in 1965, the post of general manager of TVR (Romanian Television), which he would hold until 1968 when he became the vice- president of Radiodifuziunea until 1970. In the same year he decided to seriously undertake the profession of journalist thanks to his new status as editor-in-chief at the ”România liberă” newspaper, where he stayed until 1983. In 1976, Octavian Paler was appointed president of the Council of Journalists. Dismissed, in 1983, from the post occupied at “România liberă”, for political reasons, he retired on medical grounds in the same year, re-appearing on the political arena along with the Revolution of 1989, when he became the honorary manager of the same publication (1990-2000). Later on, he was in the same honorary position  at the ”Cotidianul” newspaper (2001-2007), expressing his polemic spirit in hundreds of contributions on the first page.  He became a member  in the board of ”România literară”, after 1990. Before the Revolution, Octavian Paler had been a member of the Union of Writers, president of the Council of Journalists, as well as a deputy for Vaslui in MAN (The Great National Assembly), between 1978 and 1982. After 1989, he was a member of the Civic Alliance and a founding member of the Group for a Social Dialogue, together with Ana Blandiana, Gabriel Liiceanu and others. This constant impulse towards the public scene pushed him to a career of a character in mass-media.
He was from Ardeal, his roots influencing his inner structure. An introvert, full of melancholy and existential anguish which finally betrayed him as an unadaptable person, he exorcised his restlessness by the medium of writing, metamorphosing it into literature. As for his work, we observed the chronological criterion, following the steps that the writer and journalist took through the labyrinth of creation and pointing out the moments when his value was recognized, when he won a series of awards from the Union of Writers or the Romanian Academy. He made his début in 1970 with the poetry volume Umbra cuvintelor (“The shadow of words”), an attempt which did not bring him the expected recognition, later regretted. He was more successful with the next volume Drumuri prin memorie. Egipt. Grecia (“Roads through the memory. Egypt, Greece”) (1972), winning the award of the Union of Writers, followed in 1980 by another for Caminante (1980), and in 1978 by the award of the Romanian Academy for Apărarea lui Galilei (“The defence of Galilei”) (1978). In 2005 he was awarded the prize Opera Omnia of the Union of Writers. In 2002 he also obtained a prize of the Association of Writers of Bucharest, for the volume Deşertul pentru totdeauna (“Desert for ever”), and in July 2003, Ion Iliescu, the president of Romania at that time, decorated Octavian Paler with the National Order “Steaua României” (Romania’s Star) in the rank of Knight, as a recognition of his value as a writer and of the profoundness of his articles as a journalist after December 1989.

After 1989, the author reconsidered most of his books, publishing new versions: Scrisori imaginare (“Imaginary letters”) (1992, 1998), Apărarea lui Galilei (“The defence of Galilei”) (1997), Drumuri prin memorie (“Roads through the memory”) (1999), Caminante. Jurnal şi contrajurnal mexican, (“Caminante. Mexican diary and counter-diary”) (2003), second edition, enlarged. Many of his volumes were translated into French, Czeck and German (Leben auf einem Bahnsteig – the German version, by Ewalt Zweyer, of the novel Viaţa pe un peron – “Life on a platform”, Kriterion Publishing House, Bucharest, 1994; Život na nástupišt – the Czeck version,  Jindřich Vacek, of the novel Viaţa pe un peron, Mladá Fronta Publishing House, Prague, 2009; Polémiques cordiales – the French version, by Alain Paruit, of the novel Polemici cordiale – “Cordial polemics”, Critérion Publishing House, Bucharest, 1991). His last volume Calomnii mitologice (“Mythological calumnies”) (2007) came out after his death, time losing patience with the writer who had tried a publication of this book in fragments in “Săptămâna financiară”. Octavian Paler passed away at the age of 80, on the evening of May 7, 2007, in his apartment in Bucharest, after a heart attack. He was buried with military honours in the Sfânta Vineri Cemetery.
Chapter II is dedicated to his novels and work of an obvious essay character. After an introduction to the spirit of the epoch, facilitated by the writings of the critic Eugen Negrici: Literatura română sub comunism. Proza (“The Romanian literature under the communism. The prose”), 2003 and Iluziile literaturii române (“The illusions of the Romanian literature”) 2008, “the essay-novel”, as Anton Cosma emphasizes in Romanul românesc contemporan (“The contemporary Romanian novel”), 1988, is a formula which best defines Octavian Paler, the writer. Afterwards, the analysis falls upon his parabolic novels, full of symbols and nuances: Viaţa pe un peron (“Life on a platform”), Un om norocos (“A lucky man”), as well as Apărarea lui Galilei (“The defence of Galilei”) located on the same line of disclosing the truth. Octavian Paler is the representative of  a literay formula which has consecrated him and which he himself had discovered, long before the publication of his first novel  Viaţa pe un peron (“Life on a platform”), by a series of writings that are hard to categorize within a certain style of essay or memoirs. For what can be more flattering than the fact that in the city of art people used to talk about a “Paler style”, unmistakable and impossible to imitate. Thus, the writer finds himself in the position to continuously enlarge the literary space, by inventing new forms and consolidating the previous ones. The obsessively recurrent themes in his work, such as: loneliness, desert, fear, terror, dream, silence, waiting, time, faith, sea, love, creator’s condition, etc., are also highlighted for a better perception of the writer’s personality. Loneliness remains the supra-theme of Octavian Paler’s work, constituting a genuine daimon populating the inner and external universe of the author.  It is a moral solitude, generated by diving into his own ego in order to rescue himself from the aggression of the external social and historical reality. The author himself declares in an interview: “I have been obsessed with loneliness all my life. I have been solitary and solidary concurrently, for real loneliness is in the crowd.”

The essay writings of Octavian Paler are valuated by introducing them in the structure of the essay, emphasizing the advantages of this species at the border of literature: the essay, as well as the liberty it gives to the writing. His essay volumes: Scrisori imaginare (“Imaginary letters”), Polemici cordiale (“Cordial polemics”), Aventuri solitarye (“Solitary adventures”), Rugaţi-vă să nu vă crească aripi (“Don’t pray for wings”), express the easiness by which their author manifests his free spirit, with no pattern constraints, by an obvious tendency to involve in the text, whose consequence is the merge of literary genres.  In this respect, we have intended to  identify both the formal modalities of  the essay, tackled by the author, prone to become species of the above- mentioned literary genre, and the characteristics presented by his work. The volume Scrisori imaginare (“Imaginary letters”) is interesting by the manner of discourse organisation, by the skill and ability of the author to reach to himself by others. The book Polemici cordiale (“Cordial polemics”) comprises a series of micro-essays where one can find real imaginary discourses. The dialogue – as a therapy, as escape from loneliness - occupies a fundamental place in the work of Paler, for only by the medium of dialogue can truth be revealed. Polemicile cordiale treats in wide the complex relation between morals and art. The dialogue, polemics or the letter frames, as well as the so-called intimate diary can be an artifice of exposure, as perceived in the book of Octavian Paler, Aventuri solitare (“Solitary adventures”). The volume, thouroughly written in a “diaristic register”, is structured into three sequences, symetricly disposed: Jurnal la mare (“A diary at the seaside”), Contrajurnal la mare (“A counter-diary at the seaside”) and Jurnal American (“American diary”), its pages attempting a comparison between America and Europe. Another collection of essays proves to be Rugaţi-vă să nu vă crească aripi, reuniting texts extracted from the volumes Polemici cordiale and Viaţa ca o coridă, and some extra Pagini răzleţe (“Stray pages”). Of a remarkable value are the pages with real memoirs and introspective essays. Throughout this chapter, we have tried to highlight, at the ideative level, what could capture the reader’s interest and what could alter the essence of the text. The advantage of the writer is not the narration, fiction, invention, texture, “characters”, who do nothing but emphasize the lack of concreteness, digression, abstractization and reach of the parable, but that very disintegration of the idea, of filling up the word with the moral significance. Fundamentally, Paler is not a prose writer, he does not create characters and conflicts, but he is a thinker who tells “a sort of Romanian La Rochefoucauld” as George Pruteanu said.
Chapter III surprises the incursions in mythology, mediated by his passion for the Greek and Roman antiquity. Travelling around the subjective world of the myths, the author uncloses them for us and reinterpretes them in his books: Un muzeu în labirint (“A museum in the labyrinth”), Mitologii subiective (“Subjective mythologies”), Calomnii mitologice (“Mythological calumnies”). Taking into account the obssesive presence of the myths in the writings of Octavian Paler, our paper intends to identify the ability of the writer to contaminate them, to personalize them, and thus to re-value them, by investing them with new judgments of value. By myths, Paler tries to offer himself a compensation for the frustrations coming from the modern world, deprived of illusions and imagination and dominated by an existential, exclusively pragmatic side. In Drumuri prin memorie (Roads through the memory) or Caminante, although travelling books, his intention was not to accumulate diary notes, but to rediscover myths such as Sfinxul, piramidele, labirintul, şarpele (The Sphinx, the pyramids, the labyrinth, the snake) etc. The essay writer Octavian Paler meant to re-think the myth by his own standards and by what the deconstuctivist and desocializing spirit of today is, failing in an ad hoc mythology constructor, personal and bookish. The myths of the world are little by little subordinated to the personal myth in which the author lives surrounded by his illusions which he devours and by which he is devoured in turn.

In the same chapter we have integrated the travelling diaries of the author, ”an anti-traveller”, starting from the general aspects of this literary genre and ending by noticing the features and cultural sources of such writings as Drumuri prin memorie. Egipt, Grecia (Roads through the memory. Egypt, Greece), Drumuri prin memorie. Italia (Roads through the memory. Italy), or Caminante. Octavian Paler, a reflective and cultured spirit, reveals himself in the position of an essay writer who makes use of a prolific pretext, that of some journeys to elected countries of human destiny, to realms of European and universal culture origin, of our own culture: Egypt, Greece and Italy, in order to follow a genuine spiritual itinerary. He starts his journey from the position of an initiate in search of some inner images or lecture impressions. The journey becomes for Octavian Paler a way of decanting the multitude of  obsessions and nostalgia, projections of his essentially romantic nature. The erudite traveller completes his travelling notes in Mexic, the realm of mysterious civilizations, bathing in the tropical sun. This is Octavian Paler, the traveller, who has gone to discover the world, assumes the role of the creator, reconsiders it, reinvents it  in his own room, finding himself on another continent, an isolated one from his solitude. The journey memoirs acquire that sense transforming the journey into an intellectual act, for Octavian Paler’s “roads through the memory” have a doublefold function: to reflect a space of the world in a certain historical time and to project the personality and universe of the itinerant writer.

Chapter IV has developed the interest elements of Octavian Paler, the journalist. A distinct voice in the Romanian press, mass-media actually represented an important chapter of his career. He was first an editor of the cultural programmes of Radiodifuziune (1949-1964), then an Agerpres reporter in Roma (1964). From 1965 he held for 3 years the post of general mangaer of the Romanian Television. Subsequently, he was the vice-president of Radiodifuziunea, coordinating the literary and musical programmes (1968-1970). In the written press, he was the editor-in-chief of the “România liberă” newspaper (1970-1983). He flirted with television, after 2000, leading talkshows at Pro TV, then in 2006, he became a permanent collaborator at Antena 3, at the political talkshow of  Mihai Gâdea, Sinteza Zilei (“The synthesis of the day”). If before the Revolution, he had signed in the pages of “România liberă”, “România literară”, or “Flacăra”magazine, after 1989 he was an active journalist, signing hundreds of contributions as an editor at “România liberă”, whose “honorary manager” he was until, for reasons of “discrepancy”, he moved to “Cotidianul”. From the beginning of the 90’s he also became a permanent collaborator of Europa Liberă and Deutsche Welle radio posts, as well as of the main cultural publications in the country and not only. Journalism is not perishable with this respectable journalist, so careful with people and ideas, with the surrounding reality and the alternative discourses around it. In his articles, not so many and without a certain frequency during the period that would precede the Revolution of 1989, Octavian Paler adopted a moderate tone, as if trying to stay away from the politics of the time.

This chapter contains the important aspects of the Romanian press before and after 1989, presenting the place of Octavian Paler as an editor in the journalism after December 1989, with a thematic structure of his articles with regard to the social, political, and cultural spheres. His rich activity as a journalist impresses by intensity and density, by his being a constant contributor to several magazines and newspapers, before 1989 in “Flacăra”, “România literară”, and after the Revolution of 1989, in “România liberă”, “Cotidianul”, “Contrapunct”, “Gazeta de Sud”, etc., writing debating articles, with an echo in the mass-media scenery, a fact that denotes his involvement in the business of the city and politics of the time. In his articles, he polemized in his characteristic style, once again confirming the qualities of an orator and the accute ethic sense. The fact that he led a TV talkshow for a while, and he was also the permanent guest at Sinteza zilei, confirms the notoriety he had as a writer and public person. His pertinent opinions used to bring for discussion the serious problems society confronted with, the journalist trying to find solutions with elegance, relating to quotations from the great thinkers of universal culture. 

A poetic temperament, Octavian Paler deliberately consented to affirm, with obstinacy, his presence in the daily headlines, leaving the literary creation in the background. Octavian Paler is in the position of a real value, in whose existence journalism infiltrates up to total seizure, forcing him to live the lucid and unrewarded condition of the profession of journalist.  The tendency of the writer to authenticity, concreteness and truth permeates his entire work, both literary and journalistic. But the “truth” that captured the passion of the essay writer Octavian Paler proves to be, by temperament and stylistic preference, a personalized, subjective, questionable one, although charming by the honesty and intelligence it is supported. As a matter of fact, the interest for concreteness in a moral line constitutes the profoundly authentic note of a great journalist. 

Octavian Paler, obeying the journalistic rigours, appears as a restless commentator of the daily fact, being a “recorder” of a certain reality. When Octavian Paler comes to the arena of journalism, he holds a fully ‘developed’ pen, knowing how to maintain a dialogue with the reader, with the real fact, intuitively having disputes with history. In a continuous conflict with himself, and especially with other people’s prejudices, he was to become, after 1989, a militant for unmasking the political games, the social reality or cultural events. A passionate polemist, he found himself, not rarely, in the situation of fighting a duel at the level of ideas with his fellow journalists or the political personalities of the time. Journalism means to Octavian Paler more than a modus vivendi, for he subscribed to the opinion of Camil Petrescu: “You should write with your blood and nerves, or you should not write at all”. By the implication of the writer in the press, the pamphlet acquires, with Octavian Paler, a more elaborate form, both by the re-evaluation of the structure of an article and by the infusion of an ampler vision upon the generating daily event.

The discussion approaches the two books that could be labelled as belonging to his work as a journalist, Don Quijote în Est (“Don Quijote in the East”) and Vremea întrebărilor (The time of questions”), the latter being a collection of articles from “România liberă” from 1990 to 1994. The somber, dark atmosphere of his journalistic work also penetrated these books, real embodiments of the pamphlet spirit. Our intention in this chapter was to express the fact that Octavian Paler knew how to harmonize the erudition and the critical spirit in his activity as a journalist, proving once again a well-known consistency, a defiance of any danger by passionately supporting some abstract values, by not expecting from anyone “to judge like me”. The elegance of style and the honest opinions in a moral tone have contributed to a great extent to the success of Octavian Paler, the journalist. 

The conclusions of the thesis fill up and offer the comprehensive image of the man, prose writer, essay writer, traveller in the world of myths, of the journalist in search of justice – Octavian Paler. His writings are not only various (poetry, essays, novels, diaries), but also highly reflective and of a rare stylistic elegance. He is a popular writer for his recognizable style which, in his work, gives the impression that it concerns all of us. Laurenţiu Ulici said at a certain moment that Octavian Paler was ”the most read Romanian writer in Romania!”, possibly because he relied on honesty, because he said what he believed and found himself in a perpetual adventure of self-knowledge and knowledge of his times. The study of the life and work of a writer who was much loved by his readers and well received in the contemporary literary space represented a real challenge. The fact that his work has been re-published in the last years demonstrates its role and importance. The end of the thesis contains a vast list of foreign and Romanian critics, involved in our research. We consider that an unprecedented part of the thesis is constituted by the materialization of the meetings with Octavian Paler, in an interview, or better, honesty exercises, where we discover and understand his complex personality. Octavian Paler is one of those charming characters who, under a moralist mask and a countenance of a Roman orator, conceals a soul with the innocence of a world able to create myths.
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