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ABSTRACT


Even before finding a theoretical framework to encompass my critical enquiries, diverse as they were, I intuitively leaned towards approaches bridging between literature and surrounding social-political or cultural areas. To start with, my 1999 B.A. thesis delved in the potential ideological implications of narrative structures (it was entitled, suggestively, I, the Tyrant), while some of my articles published in the cultural and mainstream press during the early and late 2000s reflected on the dialogue between books and adaptations, particularly in cinema. Moreover, because I worked as a Romanian and English school teacher in roughly the same period, every once in a while I was confronted, by students or parents, with various versions of the question ”why does literature really matter?” It proved to be a fruitful stimulus for me to find answers more suitable to postmodern times than the ones provided, long time ago, by Jorge Luis Borges or Jean-Paul Sartre. I have always felt that non-professional input can bring about substantial knowledge for the sustainable development of our field of research.
	With this professional background behind, the ”why” questions accompanied me through the doctoral years, helping me sketch the passageway between authenticity and identity (as an interdisciplinary, multi-layered concept). For some reason, the dominant approach in the Romanian literary criticism confined authenticity to the space of the novel and to a set of strictly literary traits (first person narrative, interior monologue/ stream of consciousness, autobiographical elements, anti-aestheticism). On the contrary, my research made it clear that tracing a solid line between the literary and the extra-literary was a self-defeating attempt to truncate a larger, integrated notion, in most of the cases. In this respect, our modern writers (Camil Petrescu, Anton Holban, Mircea Eliade, Mihail Sebastian, Henriette Yvonne Stahl, or Sorana Gurian) aligned to the Western subculture of authenticity, condensing multiple dimensions in their versatile texts, crossing boundaries between the political, ethnological, religious, psychological, phenomenological, and the literary, according to their areas of interest and ideological agendas. Looking at the intermingling of semantic levels, the answer to the haunting ”why” question mentioned above pops up naturally. After all, here is one of the reasons why we study literature: because it can represent what we call generically ”reality”, a fuzzy concept in which we fuse not only empirical experiences, but also layered ideological narratives about the world. Raising awareness of the contingent complexities in which our lives are embedded may be a good-enough reason to spend one’s time in the vicinity of books. Stimulating informed responses to the surrounding narratives eliciting our non-critical participation may be an even better one. Obviously, the argument holds for all literary genres, pertaining to any cultural tradition and produced in any given period of time. My focus on the interwar epoch of the Romanian fictional and non-fictional prose was just a study case providing an insightful perspective on the interconnectedness of various fields, on the one hand, and of various cultures, on the other. The Ph.D. research gave me the opportunity to catch a glimpse of a vast ideological network spanned horizontally and vertically, across countries and disciplines, disregarding clear-cut borders, whether geo-historical or epistemological. 
	An apt model, described sometimes as a metatheoretical framework, was put forward by the Hungarian-researcher Steven Tötösy de Zepetnek (long time professor at the Purdue University in Indiana, U.S.) and promoted by the CLCWeb journal since 1999. The cultural comparative studies propose, in a few words, a hybridization between three large sets of methodologies, pertaining to the (i) comparative literature, (ii) cultural studies, and (iii) intermedial studies, giving way to complex approaches, disrupting traditional divisions. The mixed methodology, far from falling into eclecticism, ensures a higher flexibility, in an epoch when the research in humanities should live up to the globalized information society, impacted by new challenges (migration, climate change, digital revolution, but also media manipulation, conventional and cyber-warfare), resulting in new architectures of power and calling naturally for interdisciplinary outlooks. Examples may be taken from a large number of subject areas, from translation to digital, from feminist to postcolonial studies. Therefore, the first reason why I appreciated the all-encompassing framework of comparative cultural studies was its versatility, enabling literature’s connectedness to a wide area of scientific and artistic fields. The second was its explicit openness to what has been called textual analysis, a defining practice for philological studies since their beginnings, all too often now considered obsolete, diminished or even ruled out by some contextual approaches. It is my belief that, however fashionable, however effective in acquiring new knowledge about ”the great unread”, distant reading should not utterly displace the old close reading, intimately related to what was once called ”la jouissance” (Roland Barthes ) or ”the aesthetic bliss” (Vladimir Nabokov). The prose writer and essayist Zadie Smith rightfully correlated this type of reading to the idea of the receiver’s creativity[footnoteRef:1]. I think that literary criticism should take note of the strides made forward by neurosciences in understanding the place of the aesthetic experience in cognition and, as a result, integrate the ”formal” analysis of the text as ”art” in its methodology. The aesthetic ”feeling” will never be an expendable asset in our line of work, but, on the contrary, a red flag signalling potential structures of meaning, maybe deeper than the usual; therefore, we should never give up (re)reading and exploring our own emotional responses to what we (re)read. After all, navigating to and fro between texts and contexts, negotiating between the aesthetic and the political (in the widest sense possible) is the basic job description of (valuable) literary criticism.  [1:  Zadie Smith, ”Rereading Barthes and Nabokov”, in Changing My Mind. Occasional Essays, Penguin Press, New York, 2009, pp. 46-57 (more closely, on ”jouissance” and ”bliss”, p. 48).] 

	That being said, in my own scholarship, I’ve tried to look at fictional and non-fictional literature through any scientific lens that looked relevant, while not losing sight of Nabokov’s advice to his students, that you should read ”with your brain and spine”, as ”the tingle in the spine really tells you what the author felt and wished you to feel.”[footnoteRef:2] More than once, ”emotions” have proven to be shortcuts to a well of ideas. It is always a pleasure to add that some of my professors at the Faculty of Letters from the University of Bucharest (i.e., the best of them) were, apart from useful sources of scientific data, invaluable guides to the aesthetic understanding of books, through their essays and through their lectures. [2:  Vladimir Nabokov, Strong Opinions, Vintage International, Random House, New York, 1990, p. 41, cited in Zadie Smith, Ibid.] 

	The first, and most comprehensive, chapter of the present thesis deals with the main subject areas of my research, while also mentioning the main achievements illustrating each of them. The topic of authenticity preoccupied me much longer than the doctorate cycle; actually, it has been a constant professional interest, one way or another, since my bachelor’s degree. Two books and dozens of articles issued from this line of research, so far. My first book, Autenticitatea, sensuri și noncensuri. Teorii românești interbelice în contexte europene (2019), examined the Romanian theories of the concept blooming in the interwar period within the European ideological context. My second book, Strategii ale (de)construcţiei identitare în proza românească interbelică (2019), mainly monitored authenticity narratives in the interwar novels authored by N. Steinhardt and Constantin Fântâneru. Its last section, however, took a step out of the period analysis, by contrasting the interwar authenticity fiction with the post-2000 autofiction, in what regards the strategies of imagining identities. In the meanwhile, the theoretical framework supporting the literary practices slid, together with the structure of feeling, from the modern to the postmodern. I took advantage of various invitations to contribute scientific articles and chapters in collective works to further my investigations in the field of literary and identity studies. One of the ideas that I have maintained was that a link should be highlighted between the renewed interest in authenticity and the ideological backdrop of metamodernism. The comeback of authenticity, a concept dismissed in the heyday of postmodernism (when Fredric Jameson claimed the ”depthlessness” of the subject and Jean Baudrillard celebrated the ”simulacra and simulation” of contemporary culture), is perceivable not only in poetry and prose, but also in the visual and performing arts. 
	I focused on the poetics and the politics of identity from a different angle while studying migration literature, by re-examining old tropes like the exile or the diaspora and noticing the upsurge of a different approach in the years prior to Romania’s integration in the European Union, in 2007. Recent political sciences provided a more up-to-date vocabulary to describe the global phenomenon of social, political, economic, or ecological migration, together with its adjoining literature. 
	Another line of investigation concerned political fiction, for which I felt the need to revisit the controversies regarding the autonomy of the genre. Described most often as eclectic in nature, best characterized by its interference with the neighbouring categories (the social, war, judiciary, ideological, /post-/apocalyptic novel), the genre developed a series of transgressive devices fostering innovation in a regime of hybridity. It came as no surprise that the political fiction evolved as a genre of the ”frontier”, given that the aesthetic canon of modernism always pushed it towards the periphery of literariness. From this vantage point, I considered statistically specific to this class the co-apparition of signifiers like political (sub)plots, political actors/ stock characters, and ideological debates embedded in the narrative. I illustrated the co-presence of these traits in a series of interwar Romanian texts (from Conservator & C-ia by N. Davidescu, Tigrii by Dragoș Protopopescu, and Gorila by Liviu Rebreanu to Întoarcerea în Rai by Mircea Eliade, and De două mii de ani by Mihail Sebastian), addressed either as a group or individually, in separate articles.
	The second chapter summarizes my participation in national and international projects, my involvement in research teams affiliated to various entities, as well as my teaching and institutional activities related to the University of Bucharest. I took part in three projects, filling different positions and dealing with various individual or collective tasks. As a research assistant in the project Migration and Reshaping Identities in Romanian Travel Writings (2011-2014; manager: Prof. Liviu Papadima), I helped outlining a two-storeyed database, comprised of a theoretical bibliography and a corpus of literature concerning migration. I was a beneficiary of the European project Romanian Culture and European Cultural Models: Research, Synchronization, Sustainability, won by the Romanian Academy (2014-2015; manager: Prof. Eugen Simion), with my research ”Strategies of (De-)Constructing Identities in the Interwar Romanian Prose”, resulting not only in two international mobilities (at the University Tor Vergata in Rome and at Fondation „Antoine de Saint-Exupéry” in Paris), but also in a long-time collaboration with the Romanian Academy. As a manager of the postdoctoral project Political Fiction and the Question of Identity in the Interwar Romanian Literature (2018-2019), among other things, I created a database of interwar ”fiction about politics”, which, to my delight, proved useful in the making of the Chronological Dictionary of the Romanian Novel (second edtion), by the Institute of Linguistics and Literary History ”Sextil Pușcariu” of Cluj. I took part in several research groups at the Institute of Literary History and Theory „G. Călinescu”, from the Romanian Academy, qualities in which I co-authored seven critical editions (anthologizing works by Ion Minulescu, Șerban Cioculescu, and B. Fundoianu) and took part, to a smaller extent, in other projects of considerable impact in the national literary champ (such as the General Dictionary of the Romanian Literature). I was honoured to coordinate the anniversary conference „Litere–160” (axis: Romanian literary history), as well as the ensuing collective volume, issued recently at the Bucharest University Press: O istorie cu scriitori şi critici literari (2024). The responsibilities and joys experienced during my years of teaching Romanian literature or academic ethics and integrity complete my profile as an employee of the University of Bucharest, interested in both research and education.
	Considerably lesser in size, the last chapter sketches a few of the scientific topics currently catching my attention and likely to result in future deliverables. I intend to participate in conferences and write books, chapters or articles on themes previously overviewed (like authenticity, interwar fiction, political prose, autofiction, metamodernism, intermedial studies), as well as to involve in new scholarship (like outsider art), giving way to interdisciplinary collaborations. For all these plans, the articulation between the aesthetic and the political, between the historical and the theoretical remains of the essence, as it has been in my research and teaching activities so far.
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