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People like grouping. The framing of an element which has appeared recently or has 

recently been discovered confirms their effort and ideas, validating them. However, when it 
comes to a cultural personality such an approach offers an incomplete outlook on the truth 
limits the reception of literary works and diminishes the importance of their author.  

First of all, we are   under the impression that, being part of two political and 
cultural epochs, Octavian Paler was too easily labelled. Some people accused him of lacking 
a firm attitude against the communist regime but others reproached his relatively discreet 
involvement in the political life after 1989. On the other hand, from a literary point of view, 
like any other genuine artist, he refused repeatedly the settled order, the easy canons and, 
by doing this, he excluded his works from a possible rule laid by a trite expression. Due to 
his antagonistic formation, he did not rely on appearances. The steps he took aimed 
permanently at revealing the act of deciphering the mixing elements which make up the 
complex human nature and his strategy consisted in prying. In order to understand this we 
need to have a close vision of the plans and to contextualize. 

On the 18th of April 1990 Gheorghe Grigurcu published in the newspaper Dreptatea 
[The Justice] the article named Tribunǎ de luptǎ ȋmpotriva nomenclaturii comuniste [The 
Fight against the Communist Nomenclature], which promoted transparency, establishing 
three main tendencies. The first one refered to those enslaved by the new sooner or later 
political order, those who let their talent be subjugated by socialist totalitarianism and 
realism: Mihail Sadoveanu, Tudor Arghezi, George Cǎlinescu, Camil Petrescu, Cezar 
Petrescu, Titus Popovici etc. The second one was represented by the authors who chose the 
so – called inner exile and the status of prohibited or oppressed writer: Lucian Blaga, Vasile 
Voiculescu, Ion Barbu, Constantin Noica, Nicolae Steinhardt and Ion Caraion. Octavian Paler 
belongs to the third category, of those who opted for a literary protest “firm and                       
well-expressed, with a powerful social impact” (Grigurcu, 1990, 2) together with Paul 
Goma, Petru Creția and Andrei Pleşu. 

After a year, on the 2nd of May 1991, Grigore Grigurcu required Revizuirea valorilor 
[The Revision of Values] to be written in the same publication. Although he stated that both 
criteria – the ethical and aesthetical ones – were equally relevant, the literary critic pleaded 
for the supremacy of the former. When it came to collaborationism, he turned very critical, 
underlying its baneful effect of “alienation of the literary work” through that “intimate 
intrusion into its essence of the ideology worm which has chewed it irremediably” 
(Grigurcu, 1991, 2).  

In this article, we can find again a definition of ethics totally validated by Octavian 
Paler’s opinions on art and anthropology: “a compass which becomes more useful as times 
become harder and the link between literary work and its consciousness becomes more 
dramatic” (Grigurcu, 1991, 2). 

This thesis aims at revealing the fact that the most important aspect of his discourse 
remains the ethical part. Octavian Paler’s complexity of ideas is undeniable, and beyond the 
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delight one finds in the analysis and self-analysis we can catch a glimpse of the portrait of a 
cultural personality who not only had the courage to see the human social, political, 
historical and national flaws but, at the same time, was endowed with the power to 
propagate the trust in human beings. At the same time, the author always refused 
patterning and being ordered hierarchically. Thus came out his fiction, his autobiography 
pages turned towards a more and more gradually transparent self-analysis and the books 
suggested a reshaping of the way we relate not only to myths and well-established cultural 
landmarks but also to our fellow citizens. 

The up-to-dateness of the theme is generated by the need of the contemporary man 
to learn to define himself again through ideas which are now threatened by the label of       
out-of-dateness: “sympathy”, “honesty”, “patriotism”, “tolerance” and “devotion”. 

Having analyzed the previously mentioned approaches, we have come to the 
conclusion that these mirror the author’s image from different perspectives. Without 
daring, most times, to initiate a comprehensive step, we consider that Octavian Paler 
cannot be actually known if we do not look into all the domains he tackled throughout his 
life. 

The first new aspect this monography reveals is the way the information is 
structured. We have chosen the diachronic perspective, as we want to present the way 
Octavian Paler opted for a certain form of expression according to age, experience and 
interests. In other words, not only the theme but also the assumed artistic formula copes 
with certain needs, which are contextually defined from several points of view: personal, 
social, artistic, historical and, of course, political. Therefore, here are his various 
biographical and cultural hypostases: child, teenager, grown-up, novelist, essayist, 
journalist, analyst, political art critic and moralist. 

The chosen method is the one which highlights the eternal choice between 
individual and collective, personal and cultural myth, abstruse and obvious, occult and 
exoteric, downheartedness and hope, certainty and dream, sufferance and genius. Due to 
this choice, the monography reveals Octavian Paler’s extraordinary capacity to come close 
not only to the others’ points of view, empathically, but also to their anguish. What is also 
remarkable is his ability to make himself endeared to the high society, asking them for a 
while during which they dare reconsider not only the universal myths but also their 
personal ones. When he introduced himself as a landmark, not as a model, first of all he 
assumed his own temperamental shortcomings and personal failures. Letting himself be 
gradually discovered, Octavian Paler expected the same relentlessness from the orators 
and public personalities. Of course, this is not about an absurd intransigency, but it is about 
an entire undertaking of his own introspection with a view to a reconciliation with people. 

The whole thesis relies on the receiver’s attention, both from the analyzed texts’ 
perspective and from the ideas they contain. On the one hand, we have revealed articles 
and poems which have been somehow neglected up to now, being scattered in magazines, 
not gathered in volumes. On the other hand, we have stated taxonomies meant to highlight 
the main concepts in Octavian Paler’s works. 

The monography comprises five chapters structured horizontally, following a 
chronological perspective. What is more, they also benefit from a vertical perspective 
which establishes the blending of biographical elements with the philosophical, ethical and 
aesthetical ones. The final outcome proves that Octavian Paler was eventually a                       
citizen- writer and did not belong only to Romania, but to universal culture too. 
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The first chapter presents the biographical part which is rebuilt from fragments of 
fiction and information gathered from official documents, literary histories and the files 
which can be found at the Archives of the National Council for the Investigation of Security 
Archives. The best source unveils private data which are not meant to be real. Surprisingly, 
the more extrovert the author was when he spoke about himself, the more protective he 
proved to be when it came to his and his family’s private life. That is why we excluded the 
speculations about him after he had passed away, taking into consideration the fact, 
believing some assertions which were not compatible with his lifelong conduct would defy 
common sense. Therefore, we have chosen to honour Octavian Paler the scholar and 
promote his ideas the way he would have liked us to do it and not the existential model. 

His childhood and adolescence were very important concerning his vision of life. 
Having a religious upbringing, the author created his personal mythology at Lisa where he 
apprehended the respect for the rural universe which matched the sacred with the profane, 
settled the human beings on the community and provided lasting roots, defining them. 
Once he moved to the city, first to Bucharest and then to Făgăraş, the teenager sought 
permanently to recreate a safe context. That wall he used to lean against when he was 
called to play with the boys from “Spiru Haret” became in time a metaphor which 
materialized in its own usefulness. The introvert cancer, who was always looking for the 
others’ presence and always discovered the immanent incompatibility with the other 
people, lived his dramatic loneliness but he subdued his work to his folks.  

His parents’death made him realize his profound feelings of guilt: the lack of 
expressing gratefulness and his impossibility of showing his sentiments towards them. The 
moral life they led was to guide him throughout his entire existence. 

The professional side proved the same verticality: he turned down the position from 
the Aesthetics Department of the Faculty of Letters in Bucharest as he wanted a greater 
civic involvement. The managerial positions at the Romanian Television Department, 
Romanian Radiotransmission, Romȃnia liberǎ [Free Romania] and the Council of the 
Newspapermen offered him the opportunity to travel abroad and serve the national 
interests. Meanwhile, he manifested against indifference, lack of involvement and 
responsibility not only in his parabolic works but also in his overt articles and declarations. 

The political file took notice of his inconvenient origins, mentioned his wife’s 
irreproachable conduct and paid great attention to his hostile attitude and his inimical 
conduct towards the policy of the party. 

The relationship between the empirical author and the image portrayed in his 
writings is conditioned by the environment in which he lives. That is why it is crucial to 
know the essential aspects of Octavian Paler's life, to avoid any misinterpretation, as Vasile 
Spiridon also stated: “There is a difference between literary criticism and a biography. The 
revision of a work cannot be done in the absence of the author's existential truth” 
(Spiridon, 2004, 42). Moreover, the intertwining of his biography with a fictional universe 
gives authenticity to Paler's writing and credibility to old and young readers alike. 

Restituiri-elemente de postumitate [Restorations – Elements of Posthumous Action], 
the last part of this chapter makes use of the information given to us by Professor Viorica 
Bica, the one who, being the Manager of the Municipal Library of Făgăraş, went on with 
Mayor Sorin Mănduc’s initiative and turned The Octavian Paler’s Memorial Days into a 
national symposium, proving thus, not only the importance but also the up-to-dateness of 
Octavian Paler’s ideas. 



8 

 

Seen from this perspective, the vibrant activity is as necessary as it is praiseworthy. 
Due to it, the image of the great man of culture is kept alive and facilitates dialogue with 
new generations, who certainly need guidance. 

The second chapter envisages Octavian Paler the poet, beginning with his official 
début with the poem Ulciorul [The Decanter] and then follows a bird’s-eye-view of the next 
years. The literary critics take notice of his prosodic shortcomings, his aphoristic style, the 
resemblance with Ion Pillat and Lucian Blaga, his literature which is somewhere among 
lyricism, prose and philosophical essay but they acknowledge both his neat style and the 
anticipatory qualities of his poetics.  

In order to comprehend the characteristics of Octavian Paler’s lyrical universe we 
need to take into consideration the dual nature of this type of writing, the way Adrian 
Marino defined it. Although it begins with the empiric ego, the originating lyrical ego needs 
to keep a distance in order to contemplate itself as a reference point of its own 
performance. Thus, writing poetry implies a premeditated self-vision and a punctual taking 
into consideration. “Lyricism means in its essence the self-contemplation of the                           
self-expression [...] the self-expression which is derived, reflected upon, turned to itself, put 
the other way round” (Marino, 2010, 105). 

The first new aspect which this chapter presents consists in the poem Umbre la Port 
Said [Shadows at Port Said] published by Octavian Paler in Tribuna [The Tribune], a day 
before his official début, on the 30th of August 1958.  

Octavian Paler’s poetry is very often avoided or exclusively presented by the poems 
in the volume Umbra cuvintelor. Definiții lirice [The Shadows of Words. Lyrical definitions]. 
We have also undertaken a general view of his poetic creations too, on the way they were 
scattered in the pages of the magazines, then gathered in volumes and, as well, materialized 
in the essays in order to strengthen the philosophical understatement. Being known also 
for their polemical aspect or for the fact that they capture travel impressions with 
philosophical appreciations, Rugați-vǎ sǎ nu vǎ creascǎ aripi [Pray not to Get Wings] and 
Caminante: jurnal [şi contrajurnal] mexican [Caminante: Mexican Journal [and 
Counterjournal]. They also contain poems which tackle his recurrent themes and motifs. 

The third chapter lays before the readers’eyes Octavian Paler the essayist and 
moralist, envisaging him especially by memorial literature. The monograph proved that the 
subjectivity of receiving and interpreting validates the value of the sights and cultural 
landmarks they propose. He finds and rediscovers himself as he moves away from familiar 
places. At the same time, however, he becomes aware of the truth of concepts such as 
“consubstantiality” and “truth”. 

 His voyages to Egypt and Greece brought the concrete aspects of myth under 
attention, his travel to Italy made him ponder over the sensorial related to mythology. This 
time, literary criticism acknowledges the uniqueness of his style given by the combination 
between the moral reflection with the so-called poetry of time in an interior and rather 
spiritual than physical endeavor. 

Altogether, Mexico surprised him with its soul spiritual duality present at his direct 
contact with the atmosphere of the place. Here, he was no longer the traveler in a hurry, the 
modern “globe trotter” as he found the rhythm of life again. Fiesta was seen by Octavian 
Paler as an antidote against the ubiquitous uncertainty, as a chance of reconnection with 
the self by accessing all the senses, a way of finding the essence again through forming a 
new context in a totally unfamiliar place. This is the explanation for the completion of the 
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following pieces of writing with a “counterjournal”, an analytical part which turns the 
journey into an “ego- journey”.  

The literary critics presented that time on the slow down both a glimpse and a 
discourse, which let him harmonize the individual emotion with the discourse alike and 
allowed him to find the balance between the former and the individual thought, generated 
by the historical and cultural elements which were specific to the region. Undoubtedly, 
these subjectively rediscovered truths enabled his personal endeavour and placed him 
among those who did not agree to the tradition of the travel journal. 

 Mitologiile subiective [The Subjective Mythologies] came with hard times from a 
personal point of view – medical problems –and resulted in an escape into mythology. 
Again, the sense perception was the means, the only one which could bridge ages and 
similitudes between individuals. The myth was placed in another context and its way was 
defined by the same book. The volume relied on the different meanings of the term 
“memory”: fate, sphynx, steadfastness, burden, anchor, hindrance, vigour, manifesto, hope 
and ethics. The critics   conclude that, doubtlessly, the memory cannot get separated from 
the lyric, as well as the clearness of his pages cannot be settled boundaries neither by self-
reference nor by humanism. 

The well-known Scrisori imaginare [Imaginary Letters] established another stage in 
the existence of the epistolary text. Although it relied on another city, naturalness and the 
delight of communication, the fictional dialogue suggested by Octavian Paler only 
simulated spontaneity, because it had an aesthetic aim. The auctorial voice chose as 
receptors people who had passed away, conferring the discourse the function of 
questioning, surprising when it came to this type of text. Meanwhile, the reviewer was 
abstract, fact that resulted in the selection of the readers because of the difficulties imposed 
not only by the more and more abundant cultural references but also by the semantically 
reshaped word stems. 

When Octavian Paler offered Aventuri solitare [Solitary Adventures] to the readers, 
they encountered him with a genuine emotional sincerity. The main parts are not two 
proper journals followed by a counterjournal, because the author presented processes and 
concepts for analysis, all of them being subdued to the ethic aspect. The credibility of the 
book was based on brutal downrightness, as it is presented the encounter with the great-
mirror. The seaside vacation, the trip to Greece and then the voyage to America debated the 
idea of future and success, urging the readers to analyse themselves. However, the literary 
critics did not show much interest in this literary work.  

The volume Calomnii mitologice. Fǎrȃme din conferințe nerostite  [Mythologic 
Calumnies. Parts of Unuttered Conferences] was published posthumously, being an 
extremely relevant aspect for several reasons: the order of the articles and the way they are 
structured do not mirror Octavian Paler’s desire, who used to rethink all the aspects of his 
works up to the best moment. The literary formula which he opted for, that of conferences 
held in front of the ubiquitous moths in his house, allowed him to undertake a screen which 
was in favour of the uncensored utterance of the most embarrassing questions, thoughts, 
ideas and feelings. By these texts, the author strengthened the role of the imagination in 
human existence: they allowed him to feel entirely and unconditionally free. 

The fourth chapter, dealing with Octavian Paler’s novels, proves the power of the 
parable in a fear stricken society. This creative formula turned into aesthetic courage when 
it illustrated the social fragmentariness in Viața pe un peron [Life on a Platform] and the self 
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waste in Un om norocos [A Lucky Man]. The feeling of uselessness and that of powerlessness 
can be annihilated by communication, morality is an advantage of freedom, and the 
reaction will define humanity in its essence eventually. These are the main ideas in the two 
volumes which envisage the illness of life under more forms, because, Octavian Paler 
highlighted metaphorically the fragmentariness of the self and of the entire humanity when 
he talked about his characters. 

Nevertheless, his novels bear no limitation to the concept of the parable and its 
authentic function of being true to oneself. Nor are they reduced to a confessional formula. 
Psychic existence is multilayered, and human consubstantiality cannot be contested. When 
he chooses to interrupt the narrative thread, sabotaging the narrative, Octavian Paler 
mirrors the flaws of humanity in its essence. Thus, loneliness, incommunicability, failure, 
absence, disarticulation, confinement-complicity and death seek their remedies: dreaming, 
illusion, love, solidarity, hope and communication-deposition. Unfortunately, there is no 
solution in sight, as the oneiric, reverie and immediate reality overlap, keeping the 
individual in the grip of the nightmare. The characters are mere pretexts for the analysis of 
the self and the world. 

The last chapter presents his other hypostases: controversialist, journalist, analyst, 
expositor, political memorialist and art critic.  

What is new about Octavian Paler’s polemic is the tackled theme itself, which is 
surprising because of its complexity: being related to identity, politics, society, ethics, 
psychology, religion and ideas. If before 1989 it had been predominantly cultural, 
dominating its analytic side, after that moment he changed it into an explicit discourse, 
ironical and peculiar to the controversy based on events. Associating with scholars such as 
Ileana Mǎlǎncioiu, Gabriela Adameşteanu and Mircea Mihǎieş, Octavian Paler took up 
journalism subduing his whole cultural competence systematically, proving clearness, 
capacity of analysis, the ability to find subtle connections and would demonstrate the need 
to settle the political and social situation of Post-revolution Romania in an international 
worldwide context. 

Octavian Paler's polemic articulates texts, opposes stagnation and proposes 
reconfiguration. Regardless of the subject matter – whether it be identity, ideological, 
political, social, cultural, moral, psychological or religious – the attitude remains “cordial”, 
because the author invites his interlocutor, whether imaginary or real, to join him in his 
search for truth. Alternately assuming the role of defendant and judge, the author stresses 
the importance of the courage to ask the most uncomfortable questions. Ultimately, he 
indirectly asserts, man cannot escape his own Inquisition. Without a doubt, renunciation 
can be a formality in the service of a higher principle: the love of life (Galileo Galilei), and 
the truth has multiple, contextually anchored meanings. 

Apǎrarea lui Galilei [Defending Galilei] and Rugaţi-vǎ sǎ nu vǎ creascǎ aripi [Pray not 
to Get wings] belong to the first category whereas the polemic on events is focused on the 
writer’s fate, the scholar’s duty and the newspaperman’s power, the way they are mirrored 
in the dialogue with Nicolae Manolescu and in the articles named A doua poliție [The Second 
Police]. Unknown to the wide public these were printed only after 1989 in Jurnalul unui 
scriitor interzis [The Journal of a Forbidden writer] (17th of April-22nd of December 1989). 
Although at the beginning he wanted to have them published in the western countries, as 
time went by, his outlook changed and the author gave up the idea to gather them in one 
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volume. However, they deserve being read, because they complete the portrait of the 
private person, justify the attitude of the scholar and plead for lenience. 

The third category, the ineffectual political polemic, can be found in the volumes 
Don Quijote ȋn est [Don Quixote in the Eastern Part] and Vremea ȋntrebǎrilor [The Time of 
Questions]. In the former the author debated upon the posttotalitarian infinity, seen in the 
diaspora. The latter identifies the indifference with an illness in a society where the much 
longed for democracy was misunderstood and, against all odds, led to social, cultural and 
visionary diversions. Some articles were published between 1989-1995 when they were 
included in the volume, according to their chronology and they got assimilated due to their 
observations regarding the peculiarities of the discursive present. 

From his perspective, doubt is no longer a sign of weakness, but a way of grasping 
human duality and its very chance. Due to its doubting nature, the individual seeks 
companionship and communication with others, manages to break out of their own circle 
and free themselves from imposed and self-imposed limitations, choosing abundance, the 
lack of measure and solidarity. Ultimately, at the foundation of social order lies, 
undoubtedly, the inner coherence brought about by awareness, involvement, vulnerability, 
humanism, dignity and a certain courage to assume a permanent state of questioning one’s 
self. 

The analysis of the interviews, of the memoirs and the confessions of the author put 
together articles from newspapers and magazines with full volumes of biographic 
references: Autoportret într-o oglindǎ spartǎ [Self-portrait in a Broken Looking-Glass] 
Convorbiri cu Octavian Paler [Conversations with Octavian Paler] and Deşertul pentru 
totdeauna [The Desert for Eternity]. The interviews were about the moral lack of 
willingness, the relation between illusion and disillusionment, the oppression of loneliness, 
the lack of cultural vigour, the moral of refusal, the right to belie, the advantages of 
fictionalizing and the disheartening countdown which he felt when he turned 80. 

 Deşertul pentru totdeauna [The Desert for Eternity] presents the inner evil, the fear 
which got different aspects throughout his life. In his last years, being ill, he felt the effects 
of the burden of old age, but in his childhood he understood what his phobia was, he felt 
the impact of brutalisation through alcohol intake, when he was a new student he was 
overwhelmed by the fear of not being ridiculous, then he felt the sadness of having lost his 
manuscripts and the anguish given by the uselessness of his own efforts.  

In 1954 he got frightened when his father died, realising that he lost the most 
important landmark in his life. Gradually, dread of failure and the restlessness of the 
awareness of his own fragility sank in his soul. As he did not believe in afterlife, he was 
eventually overwhelmed by the more and more numerous limitations and the material 
aspect of life. The characters would be, without exceptions, anchored in a relentless search 
of their own harmony in a world which is cursed and placed under the sign of imminent 
estrangement. 

 Autoportret ȋntr-o oglindǎ spartǎ [Self-Portrait in a Broken Looking-Glass] states the 
supremacy of the sense perception and it has as a central idea the column-metaphor of the 
broken-looking glass which has integrating powers. The auditory mediates the transition 
between what is memorized and what is currently lived, showing the dual nature of the 
empiric author: the sensible part and the affective part. Complementarily, the visual level 
enables keeping the memory of the most important chapters of his biography: his 
grandfather’s death, his death imminence when he was 16, while he was picking the 
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queen’s flower, his departure to Bucharest, his temporary displacement and his spiritual 
uprooting. That period was characterized by an alternation of conscientiousness with 
intense manifestations at a sensorial level, as forms of liberation so much necessary for any 
teenager so that his hypostasis as a student should be represented through something 
more palpable. 

 Convorbiri cu Octavian Paler [Conversations with Octavian Paler] is the volume 
where the collocutor succeeded in obtaining a bird’s-eye-view of the recurrent themes in 
the literary universe suggested by the author. From the 25th of November 2005 to April 
2007 the literary critic and historian was more than an intelligent dialogue partner, 
because he involuntarily became an excuse for a new self-analysis process. At that time, 
Octavian Paler exposed even more vulnerabilities, admitted more guilts, obsessions, fears, 
subjective truths, powerlessness, regrets and inevitably failures. 

Octavian Paler pleads for the ethics of writing and of being, whether he resorts to 
autobiography that subordinates itself to fictionalisation or to the formula of dialogue with 
a multifaceted self-reflected in the external plane. In the context of a totalitarian regime, in 
order to avoid censorship, he used the safeguard of imagination, remaining faithful to his 
idea that “to dare” is synonymous with “to be ethical”, thus sincere, authentic and 
subjective. Then, after the Revolution, he reclaimed the right to voice the disappointment 
that came over him when he noticed the doubling of the personal identity crisis with the 
national identity crisis. This he could only do by abandoning negative morality and learning 
to adopt a positive one; a sign of liberation from all coercion. 

This thesis demonstrated that, in Paler’s sense, justice is a point of reference, while 
conscience becomes a curse and not an asset, since its ideal is not only intangible but 
belated. There is no use putting himself on trial and reproaching himself for his restraint. 
What motivates him is the confidence that not only he as an individual, but also the 
country, can find its way back to normality. Paler warns us that memory is the only thing 
that can save man from self-annihilation, whether considering one’s individual past or the 
country’s past. He exposes himself, makes himself vulnerable, judges himself in order to 
find an excuse to confess his personal truth. In his view, this is the only way to free oneself 
from self-imposed limitations. Honesty is the weapon in the struggle with himself, with the 
fear of ridicule, with the burden of disappointment and with existing in a world where the 
only certainty is the absence of morality. 

According to Eugen Simion's differentiation (2002,12-13), if the memoirist is 
concerned with history, and the autobiographer or the author of the diary is concerned 
with his own self, using history as a framework for interiority, Octavian Paler subordinates 
both history and his own person to a morality meant to support others. It never crosses his 
mind to offer himself as a role model. Rather, he examines his existence and his 
experiences, he grapples with imaginary interlocutors in order to define and propose a 
moral of life. This option implies the conclusion of several types of contracts, forcing us to 
enrich the specialist terminology – The Autobiographical Pact (Lejeune, 2000, 26), specific 
to the intimate diary, The Pact with History emerging from memoirs (Simion, 2002, 12) – 
with a new phrase: “The Moral Pact”. In Paler's texts, a metamorphosis of the aesthetic 
document occurs into one that illustrates the cult of authenticity as defined by Herder. That 
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very “measure”1 which calls for consistency and originality transforms cultural references 
into mere pretexts for sharing one’s principles, for explaining one’s ontological choice, for 
encouraging one to live life to the fullest: to take on the past, to make the most of the 
present and to look confidently towards the future. 

In Paler’s sense, “to discover”, “to find” and “to find out” form the semantic field of 
living, while “to confess” captures the second recurring element of this text: moral duty. 
The reader is presented with a restorative approach, for, ultimately, “to write” becomes 
synonymous with “to dare”. It is what Jean-Jacques Rousseau identified by using the phrase 
“le sentiment de l'existence” (Taylor, 2006, 26), the connection with oneself, springing from 
what Charles Taylor calls “self-determined freedom”: “It is the idea that I am free when I 
decide for myself what concerns me, rather than being shaped by external influences.” 
(Taylor, 2006, 26). In Octavian Paler's work, this takes the form of the audacity to seek 
security of identity within oneself, and not in others. It is about the boldness to give birth to 
an artistic construct which rectifies not only literary conventions, but also the link between 
intimacy and dialogue. 

Octavian Paler claims that self-examination does not have to be public, but it has to 
be thorough. Unpleasant questions cannot be avoided, however uncomfortable or 
disturbing the truth might be. Even when he chooses dialogue or composes a discourse in 
the first-person plural, the same need to find support in those around him comes to light, 
through authentic communication. 

After all, through his writings, Paler promotes the plurality of truths. The leitmotif of 
confidence organises the volume published in 2008 (Cristea-Enache), in which Octavian 
Paler brings back into question the helplessness of his life —never feeling free. From this 
stemmed his loneliness seen as a curse: his inhibitions prevented him from communicating 
his feelings directly to his own parents, whom he did not even invite to his wedding. Later, 
when he became a father, he was not there to answer his son Alexander’s age-specific 
questions. In his final years, he was accompanied only by his books and surrounded by 
staghorn trees. 

The last part of the thesis presents Octavian Paler the art critic, one of his 
hypostases which was not present in the previously mentioned works and about which we 
think that it is at least as important as all the other axes of Octavian Paler’s literary activity. 
The first analysed ones are the 68 articles published in Flacǎra [The Flame] under the name 
Ȋntre clasic şi baroc [Between Classic and Baroque], between the 4th of November and the 9th 
of March 1978.These are relevant because behind the artistic impression there is the urge 
towards morality and the rejection of conformity. Next, from 1979 till 1985, excerpts from 
his future book Un muzeu ȋn labirint. Istorie subiectivǎ a autoportretului. Spre centrul 
labirintului [A Museum in Labyrinth. A Subjective History of Self-Portrait. Towards the Centre 
of the Labyrinth] were published bearing the title Un muzeu ȋn labirint [A Museum in 
Labyrinth]. From his point of view there are three concepts which identify the foundations 
of creativity: art, artist and truth. What he waited was to enable the understanding of the 
works of art, to prove the inquisitive side of these, to highlight their capacity to represent a 
powerful link not only among individuals but also among generations, to demonstrate the 

                                                 
1 “Herder put forward the idea that each of us has an original way of being human. Each person 

has his or her own “measure”.” (qtd. in Taylor, 2006, 27) 
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power of keeping the hope alive in people’s souls and to change completely both the 
elements of reality and those of the interior labyrinth. Alternating the description with 
argumentative phrases, the discourse settled, defined and extended the cultural horizon 
through pertinent opinions and an impetuous denying attitude. 

The realm of his critical step also resides in its part which deals with the art of 
understanding  old books, monuments and texts. In order to be objectively structured, each 
chapter was conceived on an extensive theoretic basis where the key – concepts were 
defined and then used so that the universe of Octavian Paler’s works should be profoundly 
understood. The table of contents of the thesis contains a series of taxonomies. Thus, terms 
such as “travel”, “illness”, “memory”, “belief”, “excess” and “art” make up compound nouns 
or new phrases by putting them together with other defining concepts for the human fate 
such as: “metamorphosis”, “resilience”, “justice”, “despondency”, “doubt”, “conscience”, 
“search” and “death”. As well, our point of view was influenced by diverse pertinent critical 
opinions, sometimes even contradictory ones. The research work consisted of countless 
articles from the newspapers of those days, the author’s works, some of them in several 
editions, subsequently completed and corrected, the thorough study of the file from CNAS 
and the interview with the literary critic and historian Daniel Cristea-Enache who was one 
of Octavian Paler’s acquaintances. 

This doctoral study, through its novel and complex approaches, provides a new 
grounding to Octavian Paler’s literary and journalistic contribution. 

On the one hand, the thesis highlighted how the author’s vision changed over the 
two cultural and literary ages, influenced not only by objective, supra-individual (social, 
cultural and political reality) and individual factors (inevitable ageing), but also by 
subjective ones (personal and cultural reconfigurations alike). 

On the other hand, the whole analytical approach emphasised the ethics of his 
writings, this being the permanent axis of all his intellectual and social engagements. 
Undoubtedly, beyond referentiality and self-referentiality, Paler’s pre- and post-Decembrist 
texts seek to reconstruct the generic, to appeal to an audience capable of carrying forward 
his humanist propaganda, in which the individual sees himself in the mirrors of others, and 
the politician, through his efforts, reflects and fulfils collective yearnings. 

The analysis at hand overlapped several thematic areas, such as biography, human 
destiny and culture, as well as the domestic and foreign policy of totalitarian and post-
revolutionary Romania. Therefore, in order to configure an overall perspective, we exposed 
their coexistence not only in literary and autobiographical works, but also in articles. Each 
time, we sought to capture those elements of recurrence, be it premeditated or 
unconscious, which make up the network of ideational nodes in the writer’s work. 
Undoubtedly, the most important one is the moral axis. Regardless of whether he found 
himself, for the first time, among the elite of the “Spiru Haret” school in Bucharest, or if he 
demanded Dumitru Radu Popescu’s involvement and attitude towards the circumstances of 
writers during the totalitarian period or towards the poet Mircea Dinescu, Octavian Paler 
tried to do the right thing in order to keep his conscience clear. His outsider’s position was 
beneficial in one respect: it enabled him to increase the magnifying glass of self-analysis, 
becoming aware, from an early age, of the power of assuming personal truth; of the 
validation that comes from decisions that do not undermine integrity, but strengthen it 
instead. 
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The thesis also proved the existence of those symbols and central metaphors, 
haunting elements of the inner psyche, which are bonding in his texts. At this level, the 
sensory plays an extremely important role, which not only triggers voluntary and 
involuntary memories of a personal nature, but also brings people closer together, 
highlighting their similarities. At the same time, for Paler, the mask is an element he cannot 
do without. Initially, it was necessary for artistic reasons; his immediate reality required 
him to use the parable in order to communicate the authenticity of his being. Then, once he 
had regained his political freedom, he turned it into a compositional device for his dialogic 
text. 

Octavian Paler is an aesthete of both form and idea, whose “moral eye” seeks to 
capture the human truth. Thus, in his writings, one can find the strengths of either one, as 
perceived by Vasile Spiridon: “The aesthetic criterion provides, as is well known, literary 
identity, while the ethical one provides credibility, ideational consistency, meaning and 
dignity – an inner coherence” (Spiridon, 2004, 42). 

This identity is looking for itself behind the words. It wants to define itself, out of an 
acute need for self-awareness, which seeks to answer the question: “What do I leave 
behind? A biography? Or a destiny?” (Paler, 2010, 16). “Affective animal”, “lone wolf”, 
“difficult [...] person”, “contradictory” man, “imperfect loner”, “shy”, “vain”, “conscious”, 
“clumsy” and of a “vital selfishness” are all self-definitions of one who feels divided 
between the affective and the rational self and makes public his dramatic “dissection”, 
revealing the universal feeling of unfulfillment.  

In this sense, our research has underlined the fact that the function of his poetry is 
not to present an inner state, but to support, or convey, an idea, which in Octavian Paler’s 
case proves that man is never truly free. Either trapped in the past or the future, he 
paradoxically discovers his freedom by assuming his dependency: of his native places, of 
love, and of the act of speaking and communicating with others. 

Although they have common points of reference, the literary critiques and doctoral 
studies analysed in the monograph are ultimately impossible to overlap in terms of ideas. 
Therefore, they clearly demonstrate that it is difficult, if not impossible, to definitively place 
Octavian Paler’s writings in any particular genre or literary species. The reason is as 
obvious as it is simple: from one work to another, the concepts and the vision itself has 
changed and undergone permutations, revealing the author’s attempt to define himself 
through overlapping masks behind which the true essence seemed to be revealed, one step 
at a time. 

The author deliberately contradicts our level of expectations by appealing to self-
referentiality, concretisation of the abstract and deliberate ambiguity of discourse. He 
consistently adopts the tactic of misdirection in order to construct his own audience. Only 
someone passionate about knowledge and self-knowledge can deduce the message he 
encodes so well: man’s perfection lies precisely in his perfectibility, in his strength to fight 
against imposed and self-imposed limits, in the wisdom to choose his own principles which 
build the morality so necessarily needed to navigate the labyrinth of life. 

Octavian Paler had been so restrained in revealing information about his own family 
and close friends that he was sometimes labelled as prudish. It is as if, despite choosing to 
step into the spotlight, he has continued to avoid his own outlining. Far from capturing him 
in a well-defined portrait, his confessions and essays allowed him to detach himself from 
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what is real, leaving the reader bewildered, holding only the illusion of having glimpsed a 
part of his complex personality. 

The third appendix of the thesis validates our ideas. The interview obtained is all the 
more valuable, as it belongs to Daniel Cristea-Enache, a literary historian, critic, and 
associate professor at the Faculty of Letters, University of Bucharest. Daniel Cristea-Enache 
is also known as a fervent contemporary man of culture, committed to the mission of 
bringing Romanian literature closer to the general public. Octavian Paler, whom he knew 
quite well, opened his heart to him even more, so that their Conversations become a final 
testament to the great cultural figure. Thanks to his efforts, excerpts from Paler’s work 
have already been included in Romanian language and literature textbooks and made 
public through numerous interviews. This validates the timeliness of his ideas and the 
perennial nature of humanity, which he promoted until his final days. 

Thus, joining the literary contestation and academic criticism, we present our 
readers a discourse which offers coherence to the entire examination step and enables the 
contextualised understanding of Octavian Paler’s literary works.  

In the end, this thesis has achieved its objectives since it highlights the fact that, in 
the case of Octavian Paler, cultural and individual values are subsumed by social ones. The 
latter values validate them and give them the chance to transform from potentiality into 
manifestation, from intrinsic to extrinsic, from esoteric to exoteric, from a seal of solitude 
into an urge to solidarity. Only by doing so does life become meaningful. Feeling the need 
for a partner, Octavian Paler invests in people and thus builds his own pyramid (removing 
the veil, abandoning preconceptions and embracing other visions of the same idea). This 
will oppose not only death and impassive time but, above all, apathy, indifference, 
individualism and uncertainty. Morality is seen as the much sought-after “invincible word” 
(Paler, 1978, 16), Ariadne's own thread that helps him to emerge from the labyrinth of life. 
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