THE PROSE OF DUMITRU RADU POPESCU
Abstract


The idea of writing this thesis appeared along with the wish to understand the universe of  Dumitru Radu Popescu’s prose better and more profoundly. The writer is still alive, his epic work covers a period of more than fifty years and is open further on. After 1989, Dumitru Radu Popescu published five novels, tens of plays and essays, and his best known writings were republished (the short novel Duios Anastasia trecea and the novel F). All these justify the choice of the theme                    The prose of Dumitru Radu Popescu.


The actuality of the theme is demonstrated by the interest of the literary critics in contemporary Romanian literature, including the work of Dumitru Radu Popescu, interest which materialized in articles, studies, dictionaries (Ion Pop, Dicţionar analitic de opere literare româneşti, vol. II, 1999; Mircea Zaciu, Marian Papahagi, Aurel Sasu, Dicţionarul esenţial al scriitorilor români, 2000; Mircea Zaciu, Marian Papahagi, Aurel Sasu, Dicţionarul scriitorilor români, vol. III, 2001; Aurel Sasu, Dicţionarul biografic al literaturii române, vol. II, 2006; Eugen Simion, Dicţionarul general al literaturii române, vol. V, 2006) and history volumes (Al. Piru, Istoria literaturii române, 1981; Cornel Ungureanu, Proza românească de azi, vol. I, 1985; Liviu Leonte, Prozatori contemporani, vol. I. 1984 and vol. II. 1989; Eugen Simion, Scriitori români de azi, vol. IV, 1989; Dumitru Micu, Istoria literaturii române de la creaţia populară la postmodernism, 2000; Nicolae Manolescu, Arca lui Noe, vol. III, 1991 and Literatura română postbelică. Lista lui Manolescu. Proza. Teatrul, 2001; Florea Firan, Profiluri şi structuri literare. Contribuţii la o istorie a literaturii române, 2003; Alex Ştefănescu, Istoria literaturii române contemporane, 1941-2000, 2005; Dan C. Mihăilescu, Literatura română în postceauşism, vol. II Proza, 2006; Eugen Negrici, Literatura română sub comunism. Proza, 2003 and Iluziile literaturii române, 2008). Moreover, several books of a monographic nature have been written on the work of Dumitru Radu Popescu: 1) before 1989: Mirela Roznoveanu, Dumitru Radu Popescu, 1981; Valentin Taşcu, Dincoace şi dincolo de „F”, 1981; Marian Popescu, Chei pentru labirint, 1986; 2) after 1989: Sorin Crişan, Circul lumii la D. R. Popescu, 2002 and Mirela Marin, Universul prozei contemporane. I. Antiutopia şi utopia valorii, 2003.


The above-mentioned monographs investigate not only the prose of Dumitru Radu Popescu, but also his entire work or several literary genres. Taking into account the actuality of the theme and its level of investigation, we have decided to deepen the study of Dumitru Radu Popescu’s prose, starting from its reception in the Romanian literary space. Thus, the main novelty and originality element consist of the accomplishment of an analytical research with regard to the prose of this writer, research connected to an up-to-date bibliography concerning his work as well as his critics.


The thesis is structured in four chapters, each chapter being organized in subchapters. The conclusions are followed by the selective bibliography of the consulted works, comprising volumes of prose, periodicals and anthologies belonging to Dumitru Radu Popescu, as well as critical references.


Chapter I includes the most significant landmarks of the life and work of Dumitru Radu Popescu. He was born on 19 August, 1935, in the village of Păuşa, the county of Bihor, in a family of school masters. His father, Traian Popescu, from Dănceu, the county of Mehedinţi, graduated from the Normal School of Turnu-Severin and started working as  a school master in the county of Bihor, where he met Maria Benţea, an inhabitant of the place, a graduate of the Normal School of Oradea. They got married and in autumn, a month after the birth of the little boy, they settled in the county of Mehedinţi. The father was a school teacher in the village of Poiana Ciorii, the mother, in Cioroboreni and Jiana Veche, then they both performed their duties in Dănceu, the place where Dumitru Radu Popescu spent his childhood and attended primary school, being taught by his parents in school. His father’s parents, Dumitru and Domnica Popescu, had many children, of whom only six lived, the writer’s father and five sisters. His mother’s parents, Florian and Floarea Benţea, had five children: three boys and two girls. For he spent his  childhood in Dănceu, 6 kilometers from the Danube and 40 from Severin, it is obvious that Dumitru Radu Popescu felt closer to his relatives there. His father’s father had been a candle lighter, and his great grandparents priests. The writer has one sister only, Viorica Popescu, born in Dănceu, in 1941, a graduate of the Faculty of Philology of Cluj-Napoca. After primary school in Dănceu (1942-1946), he attended the Normal School “Iosif Vulcan” in Oradea (1946-1949), then the High School “Emanoil Gojdu” in Oradea.  (1949-1953), which became High School no. 1 in 1948. Between 1953-1956 he attended the courses of the Faculty of Medicine in Cluj, which he abandoned in the third year, then he enrolled at the Faculty of Philology of the University “Babeş-Bolyai” of Cluj-Napoca.  (1956-1961), from which he graduated with a final exam in 1961. During his academic studies, on 2 August 1959, Dumitru Radu Popescu married Angela Spătaru (a philologist too). The writer has four children: three sons (Traian Popescu – born on 8 January 1963, Cristian Popescu – 8 October 1966, Mihai Popescu – 2 March 1969) and a daughter (Elisabeta Popescu – 9 April 1976). His origin has been paid great attention, since the writer has inherited the calmness from his mother, the calmness of creation, as Marin Sorescu  said, as well as the pleasure to listen and morality. From his father, he took impetuosity, energy, availability to tell stories and imagination. We have insisted on his childhood and adolescence, which marked his personal and literary destiny.


As for his work, we have observed the chronological criterion, following the epic creation and the dramatic, journalistic, essay, poetical work, as well as that as a script-writer. His literary début took place in his last year of high school, 1953, thanks to Stelian Vasilescu, in the newspaper “Crişana” from Oradea, with the poem called Pe ţărmul nostrum and a sketch  written together with Mircea Bradu, but signed by the latter. The first literary attempts were written in a notebook which was later stolen, the regret of the writer being that those pages were his beginnings. The prose début took place in 1954, in the “Steaua” journal (no. 2) from Cluj with the sketch O partidă de şah, signed Dumitru Radu Popescu.

The editorial début occurred in 1958 with the volume Fuga. Sketches and stories (Editura de Stat pentru Literatură şi Artă). In the next year, 1959, Dumitru Radu Popescu published his first novel, Zilele săptămânii (Editura Tineretului; second edition, 1962, Editura Tineretului), and in 1960 his first play Mama (“Steaua”, no. 5). From that date on, the prose and dramaturgy became the main literary preoccupations of the writer. Starting with 1961, he published sketches, stories and short stories in periodicals such as “Steaua”, “Gazeta literară”, “Luceafărul”, “Tribuna” etc. In 1962 the volume of short prose Umbrela de soare. Short stories (Editura Tineretului) came out. In 1963 there took place the premiere of the movie Un surâs în plină vară (script by Dumitru Radu Popescu, direction Geo Saizescu) which won the prize for the best script at the Festival of Mamaia, 1964, the chairman of the jury being Eugen Barbu. The next year, 1964, was a good one, because he published both short stories, the volume Fata de la miazăzi. Nuvele (Editura pentru literatură), and the novel Vara oltenilor (Editura Tineretului), both wining the Award for prose of the Union of Writers. The novel Vara oltenilor  was republished in 1967 (Editura Tineretului) and in 1972 (Editura Eminescu). In 1965, Dumitru Radu Popescu promoted a new book of stories, called Somnul pământului (Editura Tineretului), but also the story Leul albastru in “Luceafărul”.

In 1966 there appeared the anthology of short stories Dor (Editura pentru literatură), and in 1967 the short story Duios Anastasia trecea (Editura Tineretului), republished in 2001 (Editura Dacia).

At the end of the seventh decade, Dumitru Radu Popescu published the novel F (1969, Editura Tineretului and republished in 1986, Editura Cartea Românească, in 2000, Editura 100+1 Gramar and in 2004, Editura Institutului Cultural Român), which won the Award of the Union of Writers, opening the novelistic cycle F, including, besides the mentioned volume, the following novels: Cei doi din dreptul Ţebei sau Cu faţa la pădure (1973, Editura Dacia), Vânătoarea regală (1973, Editura Eminescu; second edition, 1976, Editura Eminescu), which again won the Award of the Union of Writers, O bere pentru calul meu (1974, Editura Scrisul Românesc), Ploile de dincolo  de vreme (1976, Editura Dacia) and Împăratul norilor (1976, Editura Eminescu).

Simultaneously, Dumitru Radu Popescu published short prose, namely the anthologies Ploaia albă. Nuvele (1971, Editura Cartea Românească), Căruţa cu mere. Nuvele (1974, Editura Albatros) and the volume Leul albastru (1981, Editura Minerva) and even a collection of articles, Virgule (1978, Editura Dacia).

Dumitru Radu Popescu went on writing theatre plays, in an accelerated rhythm equaling the one he established in prose: his first theatre volume, Aceşti îngeri trişti (1970, Editura Dacia), won the “I. L. Caragiale” Award of the Romanian Academy and the Prize of the “Teatru” Journal. In 1971, the play Pisica în noaptea Anului Nou, staged at the National Theatre  of Cluj-Napoca, directed by Vlad Mugur, was a great success, winning the Award of the State Committee for Culture and Art at the National Theatre Festival. In the late 70’s, the play was forbidden, together with other plays. Valentin Silvestru, in an interview with the author, emphasizes that “some were pointed out at publicly (after the premieres), some others forbidden after having been highly spoken of”. In 1973 there appeared the play Piticul din grădina de vară (Editura Eminescu) in the volume, and the year 1974 marked the coming out of a new volume, Teatru (Editura Cartea Românească) and the script of a movie, Păcală, the direction belonging to Geo Saizescu. In 1975, Dumitru Radu Popescu won the Award of the Union of Writers for the play Pasărea Shakespeare, and in 1979, for the play Studiul osteologic al unui schelet de cal dintr-un mormânt avar din Transilvania. 

The 70’s and the 80’s brought a series of cinema successes, the author signing the script of the following movies: Păcală, director Geo Saizescu, La porţile pământului, Balul de sâmbătă seara (both directed by Geo Saizescu), Duios Anastasia trecea, Fructe de pădure (both directed by Alexandru Tatos), Zbor planat (directed by Lucian Mardare), Căruţa cu mere (directed by George Cornea), Mireasa din tren (directed by Lucian Bratu), Nelu şi Pasărea paradisului (directed by I. Doroftei), Rochia albă de dantelă (directed by Dan Piţa), Turnul din Pisa (directed by Şerban Marinescu) etc.

In 1980, the writer promoted a new epic cycle: Viaţa şi opera lui Tiron B., volume I, Iepurele şchiop (Editura Cartea Românească), for which he won the Award of the Union of Writers, and which was followed by volume II in 1982, namely Podul de gheaţă (Editura Dacia). In the ninth decade, Dumitru Radu Popescu completed his work with a historical novel, Oraşul îngerilor (1985, Editura Cartea Românească), a novel which can be considered the extension of the epic cycle Viaţa şi opera lui Tiron B., with theatre: 9 (1982, Editura Junimea), Rezervaţia de pelicani (1983, Editura Cartea Românească), Teatru (volume I, 1985, Editura Eminescu, volume II, 1987, Editura Eminescu), Moara de pulbere (1989, Editura Cartea Românească), with poetry, the volume Câinele de fosfor (1982, Editura Cartea Românească) and journalism, Galaxia Grama (1984, Editura Cartea Românească).

One should not forget that Dumitru Radu Popescu performed an intense activity at the literary journals ”Tribuna” (starting with issue no. 4 of 22  January 1970 and until April 1982 he was editor in chief, Ion Vlad being the vice editor of the publication; during the same period he was also the secretary of the Association of Writers from Cluj), ”Contemporanul” (since 6 August 1982 he was an editor in chief, the vice editor being Corneliu Leu) and ”România literară” (starting with no. 32 of 4 August 1988, the journal came out under the coordination of an editorial board supervised by Dumitru Radu Popescu, the president of the Union of Writers). The writer also cooperated with different cultural journals. Besides those mentioned before (”Steaua”, ”Tribuna”, ”Contemporanul”, ”România literară”), we should also mention: ”Gazeta literară”, ”Viaţa românească”, ”Scrisul bănăţean”, ”Ramuri”, ”Iaşul literar”, ”Cronica”, ”Luceafărul”, ”Familia”, ”Convorbiri literare”, ”Astra”, ”Orizont”, ”Amfiteatru”, ”Ateneu”, ”Argeş”, ”Transilvania”, ”Echinox”, ”Scânteia”, ”Scânteia tineretului”, ”Revue roumaine”, ”Rumanian Review”, ”Utunk” etc. 

In 1968, Dumitru Radu Popescu became a deputy member of C.C. of  P.C.R., and in  1975, a deputy in the Great National Assembly. Between 1981 and 1989, Dumitru Radu Popescu held for two mandates the office of president of the Union of Writers of Romania, a position which entailed much criticism. After the events of 1989, the writer continued to publish prose: the novel Dumnezeu în bucătărie (1994, Editura Viitorul Românesc) which won the ”Liviu Rebreanu” Prize and the Award of the Union of Writers of the Republic of Moldova, Truman Capote şi Nicolae Ţic. Romantz (1995, Editura Eminescu), Paolo şi Francesca şi al treisprezecelea apostol. Roman (1998, Editura 100+1 Gramar), Săptămâna de miere. Roman (1999, Editura Augusta), Falca lui Cain. Roman (2001, Editura Albatros), essays: Complexul Ofeliei (1998, Editura Viitorul Românesc), Actori la curtea prinţului Hamlet (1999, Editura Viitorul Românesc), Dudul lui Shakespeare (2000, Editura Viitorul Românesc), Puşca lui Caragiale (2002, Editura Viitorul Românesc), and plays: Mireasa cu gene false (1994, Editura Cartea Românească), a volume which won the Award of the Union of Writers for Dramaturgy and the Prize of the Romanian section of the Association of Theatre Critics, Dragostea e ca şi o râie (1994, Editura Expansion), Simonetta Berlusconi – Călugărul Filippo Lippi şi călugăriţa Lucrezia Buti, a play which got the ”Mihail Sebastian” Prize in 1995, subsequently published (2001, Editura Viitorul Românesc), Cimitirul de trenuri (1996), a play which got the Great Prize of the National contest of dramaturgy ”Camil Petrescu”, O batistă în Dunăre (2001), B. Stocker şi Contele Dracula (2002, Editura Amacord), Anglia (2003, Editura Scrisul Românesc), Ştefan cel Mare (2004, Editura Albatros),  Nopţile săptămânii (2005, Editura Scrisul Românesc). In 1997, the Romanian Academy selected Dumitru Radu Popescu as a corresponding member, and since 2006 he has been a permanent member of this prestigious scientific forum of Romania (the president of the Romanian Academy between 1998 and 2006 was Eugen Simion). Since 2006, Dumitru Radu Popescu has also been the general manager of the Romanian Academy Publishing House and vice-president of the Editorial scientific council. 

Chapter II is dedicated to the short prose of Dumitru Radu Popescu. In the first section we have tried to discover the reaction of the critics to the coming out of the volumes and to identify the sources of his originality. If in the preamble of these sources we have highlighted some aspects by taking into account some sketches and stories (more relevant: Bîlc şi doctorul pleacă la vânătoare and Grădinile fericiţilor), we have studied more carefully the beginnings and mature writings as well. Thus, we have included the prose of socialist realism inspiration in the period of the beginnings (Semnul sărăciei, Pădurea, Nabucodonosor, Livada, Umbrela de soare, Cireşul cu clopoţei, Între cercuri de salcâm), and we have discussed his writings in the mature period, taking into account the following thematic landmarks: the representation of war and death (La culesul perelor, Senin de august, Mireasa din iulie, Soldatul necunoscut, Europa, Oraşul alb, Joc de primăvară, Cutia de conserve, Moroiul, Maşina, Cerul de zăpadă, Mări sub pustiuri, Somnul pământului, Prea mic pentru un război atât de mare; Zi de primăvară, Inima pământului, Urlau câinii pe dealuri, Păpuşa spânzurată), meditaţia asupra destinului (Fata lui Dumnezeu, Nicolaie, Sofica, Singuri, Drumul), love and the problematics of the couple (Fuga, Logodna, Balul de sâmbătă seara, La marginea vieţii, Fata de la miazăzi, Peron, Canalia de succes, Începutul şi sfârşitul lui Posmoc II), the picaresque short story  (Căruţa cu mere), the atmosphere prose (Ploaia albă) and the short story of the  mythological  type (Dor and Duios Anastasia trecea). 

Chapter III tackles the evolution of the novel of  Dumitru Radu Popescu. The first section presents the socialist realistic novel, more precisely Zilele săptămânii and Vara oltenilor. Beyond this thesis-like character, we have tried to identify certain aspects which have determined the development of this literary genre in the case of Dumitru Radu Popescu: the proclivity toward lyricism, open endings, the configuration of the whimsical person typology etc. The next section encompasses the novelistic cycle F, the most substantial part of his creation. The novel F  is unique in the Romanian literature not only  by its unusual title, but also by  the organization of the epic material: on the one hand it is made up of three distinct short stories, which together form the novel, on the other hand F includes the epic material of the other five component novels. Each of the six writings is felicitously built, but the measure of the talent is given by F and Vânătoarea regală.  After F, the prosewriter changed tone in Cei doi din dreptul Ţebei sau Cu faţa la pădure, and, after Vânătoarea regală he published the allegorical novel O bere pentru calul meu. The end of the cycle loses somehow of the vitality of his best novels, so that Ploile de dincolo de vreme and Împăratul norilor end the series in an obvious note of artistic decline. With the novelistic cycle Viaţa şi opera lui Tiron B., Dumitru Radu Popescu has the ambition of writing the total novel. It goes without saying that with this new epic cycle, the writer entered into the zone of mannerism, since he cannot deepen the themes. He practically exhausts all the resources and he does not manifest an open attitude for the discovery of new resources, since he returns to subjects, characters and narrative techniques of the past. The novels published after 1989 describe events happened long before: Dumnezeu în bucătărie and Săptămâna de miere. The category of the  fantastic can be found again in the novel Truman Capote şi Nicolae Ţic, the procedure of demythication is successfully applied in  Paolo şi Francesca şi al treisprezecelea apostol, and Falca lui Cain stands for an interesting literary experiment, a heterogeneous mixture of prose, dramaturgy and poetry. 

 
Chapter IV refers to the poetics of Dumitru Radu Popescu’s prose. We take an interest here in the narrative formula and its characteristics, a reason for which we discuss the metaphorical titles, open endings, narrative technique and the similarities of his prose with the North-American novel of William Faulkner and the South-American  novel of Gabriel Garcia Márquez. 


The Conclusions comprise the final ideas of the research. The reception of Dumitru Radu Popescu’s work, the republication of his most important writings as well as the acknowlegement of the personality of the writer by his selection in the Romanian Academy demonstrate the recognition of the role and importance of the writer and his work  in the space of the contemporary Romanian literature.

Dumitru Radu Popescu is being built (for his work is not finished yet) ”in ups and downs”, as he declared, years ago, in an interview. ”In the integral plan of D. R. Popescu’s prose, a fact is a pretext for a commentary, a commentary is  a pretext for an action, an action is a pretext for a novel, and finally, a novel is a pretext for literature.” (Valentin Taşcu, Dincoace şi dincolo de „F”, Editura Dacia, Cluj-Napoca, 1981, p. 195). Dumitru Radu Popescu has constantly perfected his narrative technique by practising ambiguity, relativisation, totalization, demythication, demistification, desacralisation, creating the novel of the ”puzzle” type, the total novel and  surrealist  postmodern novel. 

Irrespective of the period, Dumitru Radu Popescu presents a great availability  for stories and creates in the Romanian literature a style – a ”brand”. It is characterized by the taste of the writer for the heterogeneous blend of aesthetic categories and metaphorical abundance. The prosewriter is well known for his capacity to discover subjects, to develop the subject or the scene, to dilate the details of the real and to glide into the fantastic. As we have already seen, the prosewriter is often caught in anecdotes, the dialogue of his characters being full of savour and charm. Another aspect, less successful this time concerning the  the less ’resistent’ prose (some short stories, the epic cycle Viaţa şi opera lui Tiron B. And some novels after 1989), is mannerism.

The reading and re-reading constitute a challenge thanks to the incertitude (Nicolae  Manolescu) and the art of opening. His prose has got double entendres, a fact which marks both the acceptance and the denial of the transmitted message – the best argument is supported by open endings. The narrative technique is applied in an unlimited number of cases and evolves from the prose centered upon a unique symbol to the stylistically luxuriant prose. If the short stories are quite easily decodable, the novels of the F cycle require greater attention on the part of the reader who has to ”keep his eyes open” (Eugen Simion) to the reading, and those of the cycle Viaţa şi opera lui Tiron , and those written after December 1989, especially Falca lui Cain, require effort, patience, for the reading is difficult, tiresome, even exhausting. In order to retain as many details as possible, we have often made use of quotations from the prose of Dumitru Radu Popescu (an adjusted quotation might have damaged the originality) and from the critical interpretations (most of them generous). We reassert that Dumitru Radu Popescu is an interesting writer, a virtuoso of the literary formula, whose ”originality is pushed to extravagance” (Ovidiu Ghidirmic, Romanul de tip „puzzle”, „Ramuri”, nr. 9, 15 septembrie 1983, p. 4). One might wonder whether ”D. R. Popescu’s prose disappoints by some unusual characteristics. We would not tell a novelty at all (…) The text is a turbid water like reality itself in which someone has to make efforts in order to distinguish things, to take out meanings. The lack of transparency, the tendency to codify  and hide the significances belong to reality itself. (…) The novel is a river mouth where reality pours out, like a delta; hence, its alluvial nature. It comes into being by successive layers of the most diverse and farthest origin. In the reed landscape, moors and waters, there is certainly some new soil.” (Ion Simuţ in Dicţionarul general al literaturii române, general coordinator Eugen Simion, vol. V, P/R, Editura Univers Enciclopedic, Bucharest, 2006, p. 352). 


The contact with the prose of Dumitru Radu Popescu, especially the novel, is not an easy one from the first reading, it has to be read several times in order to discover its real, deep significance. Beyond any hierarchy, we consider that the importance of a literary work consists of its comprehension and interpretation. Nicolae Manolescu has recently declared to Eugen Negrici in a TV interview:      “The question is not whether one reads ( note of the editorial staff: with the conviction that people read, since there are many publications), but what one reads  and especially what one understands of what one reads.” Dumitru Radu Popescu is an original prose writer, constantly open to novelty, seeming to “possess a secret of fabrication that only himself possesses” (Ovidiu Ghidirmic). His chance to impose himself in the contemporary Romanian literature is the fact that he has found some valuable        literary keys.

