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Translator’s Preface

THE PUBLICATION Of this English translation of the first three parts
of Mircea Eliade’s autobiography is the culmination of an effort I
began a decade ago. It was in June of 1971 that Professor Eliade first
proposed that I help him prepare an English translation of Amintiri:
I, Mansarda, the portion of his autobiography that had been pub-
lished as a book in 1966 in Romanian (equivalent, with minor
emendations, to Part I of this volume).

Eliade began writing his memoirs in the summer of 1960, as in-
dicated in his journal excerpts published as No Souvenirs: Journal,
1957-1969 (Harper & Row, 1977). The first journal reference to the
autobiography, dated July 26, 1960, states that he is writing that day
of his childhood in Cernavoda; evidently, he had begun the project
a few days earlier. Eliade undertook the autobiography with an
overall plan, and it is plain that he wrote it chronologically. After
the initial entry there are no additional notes in the journal about
the memoirs until April 5, 1963, when we learn that he has begun
the second volume (Part II). By this time, Volume I was being pub-
lished by a Romanian emigré house, Destin, in Madrid. Other refer-
ences to the writing of the autobiography appear in entries for April
9 and 21, 1963, and August 3 and 15, 1964. By the last of these dates,
Eliade had reached 1935 and the writing of Huliganii, which is re-
counted here in Chapter 13. While Volume II has not been pub-
lished in Romanian, two chapters, 9 and 14, appeared in the Roma-
nian emigré review Fiinta romaneasci, published in Paris, in 1964
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and 1966 respectively. (They have been emended slightly for publi-
cation here in translation.)

Because virtually all documents of Eliade’s life in Romania except
the books published during that era were lost to him when he left
the country during World War II, the writing of the autobiography
was largely a process of recollection. Eliade was astonished and
gratified to remember so much of his past that he had feared forever
lost. He accorded much significance to this anamnesis and gave
high priority to the writing of his memoirs during these years.

My personal acquaintance with Mircea Eliade began during this
time, when I was a student of the history of religions at the Univer-
sity of Chicago. I do not believe that any of us who were his stu-
dents then were aware that he was writing his memoirs. After my
graduation in 1964, I continued to read extensively in those of
Eliade’s writings that were accessible to me, and to present papers
and occasionally publish articles about him. In the winter of 1971,
while on the faculty of Duke University, I conducted an undergrad-
uate seminar on Eliade’s works (in English and French) and was
further stimulated to plumb the depths of my former professor’s
thought. The publication in 1969 of the Eliade Festschrift, Myths and
Symbols: Studies in Honor of Mircea Eliade (edited by Joseph M. Ki-
tagawa and Charles H. Long; The University of Chicago Press),
made me aware of the existence of an important body of “Eliade
materials” in the Romanian language, including fictional and auto-
biographical works. In 1971 I wrote to Eliade, asking if he could
send me certain of these materials, although at that time I had no
idea how I should be able to read them. He responded generously,
as always; but then, quite unexpectedly, he offered to send me an
English translation of Amintiri: I, a rough translation by Juliana
Geram, a Romanian-American. The translation, he said, needed re-
vision to make it read smoothly in English. Would I be willing to
revise jt? At the same time, he encouraged me to learn Romanian,
saying, “The language is not difficult, and there are grand Roma-
nian poets who are untranslatable.” And so I began, working first
with the overly literal translation of Amintiri.

What began as a revision became, eventually, a new translatlon
(although I remain forever indebted to the first translator). To the
original nine chapters five more were added, detailing the crucial
“Indian adventure” and the little-known years (1932-1937) immedi-
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ately following Eliade’s return to his homeland. Altogether, then,
we have here the memoirs of Mircea Eliade’s first thirty years: the
illud tempus of the scholar known to the West for what he has done
since 1945, when he settled in Paris.

In making this translation, I have striven to reproduce the liter-
ary quality of Eliade’s story of himself. While Romanian may not be
a “difficult” language (such as, I suppose, Tibetan or Navajo might
be), it presents to the translator, as does any foreign language, cer-
tain problems: there are terms and expressions that simply cannot
be rendered adequately in English. Fortunately, the style of the
original is basically straightforward; it possesses a cleanness and.
simplicity, avoiding unusual “effects” (in contrast to some of
Eliade’s early literary creations). I have endeavored to render this
translation in English of a comparable style.

The readers of this volume will wish to express with me deep
gratitude to Mircea Eliade for sharing with us so frankly these recol-
lections of his youth, thus enabling us to know him better—not
only as a scholar but also as a human being. Readers will also join
me in expressing appreciation to Harper & Row for undertaking to
publish this important work, and especially to John B. Shopp, edi-

tor, and his staff in San Francisco.

MAac LINScOTT RICKETTS



PART I

The Attic




L Earlz'est Recollections

I was born in Bucharest on March 9, 1907. My brother Nicolaie
(“Nicu”) had been born the year before, and my sister Cornelia
(“Corina”) came four years later. Father was a Moldavian from Te-
cuci. Born leremia, he had changed his name to Eliade. His French-
Romanian dictionary, which I carried throughout lycée, was signed
“Gheorghe Ieremia.” He was the eldest of four children. The second
son, Costica, was—like my father—an army officer; but he had at-
tended military school and had become a staff officer and later divi-
sion-general, while my father, owing perhaps to less intelligence—
or more—never rose above the rank of captain. The youngest of the
brothers, Pavel, after some adventures the family never discussed,
became an employee of the railroad. The last time we heard from
him, he was a station master. I hardly ever saw him. He was dark,
like Father, but he had not lost his hair and looked more handsome.
Their only sister had died not long after marrying a school teach-
er. I never knew what she had looked like, where she had lived, or
what she had done. Once, around 1919 or 1920, when we were liv-
ing on Strada Melodiei in Bucharest, a blond and rather awkward
young man clad in the green uniform of the School of Forestry
showed up at our door. My father introduced him to us as Cezar
Cristea, his sister’s son. I took an immediate liking to him because
he had read some literature, used choice words, and was a poet.
Uncle Costica lived in Bucharest in a large, luxurious apartment
on Bulevardul Pache Protopopescu. He had married Hariclia, a
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wealthy Greek woman from Galati, and they had two sons, Dinu
and Gicu. Costica was blond, shorter than my father, but more
handsome and—I thought—quite elegant, even coquettish, because
he always smelled discreetly of cologne. No matter how deeply I
descend into my memory, I always see him looking just the same: a
portly army major, twisting and curling his moustaches, speaking
with a trill, punctuating his sentences with short laughs.

I never knew for certain why Father and Uncle Costica had
changed their names from leremia to Eliade, nor why the other
brother insisted on remaining Pavel Jeremia. My father said that
they did it out of admiration for the writer Eliade-Radulescu. I was
quite young when I stayed for the last time with my paternal
grandparents at their home in Tecuci, and it never occurred to me to
ask them what they thought of the name change.

Of my grandparents and their home I still have very clear
memories. Grandfather was tall, gaunt, stiff, and white-haired. Ev-
ery afternoon he would take me along with him to the coffee shop
to watch him play backgammon. I was allowed to eat candy and
Turkish delights, and when Grandfather won a game I would get an
extra piece of candy. Toward evening we would return home along
Strada Mare.

I think that I was four or five years old, and was clinging to my
grandfather’s hand as we walked down Strada Mare one evening,
when I noticed among the trousers and dresses that were passing us
a girl about my own age, also holding her grandfather’s hand. We
gazed deeply into each other’s eyes, and after she had passed I
turned to look at her again and saw that she too had stopped and
turned her head. For several seconds we stared at each other before
our grandfathers pulled us on down the street. I didn’t know what
had happened to me; I felt only that something extraordinary and
decisive had occurred. In fact, that very evening I discovered that it
was enough for me to visualize the image from Strada Mare in order
to feel myself slipping into a state of bliss I had never known, and
which I was able to prolong indefinitely. During the months that
followed, I would call up that image several times a day at least,
especially before falling asleep. I would feel my whole body draw
up into a warm shiver, then stiffen; and in the next moment every-
thing around me would disappear. I would remain suspended, as in

an unnatural sigh prolonged to infinity. For years the image of the
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girl on Strada Mare was a kind of secret talisman for me, because it
allowed me to take refuge instantly in that fragment of incompara-
ble time. Never have I forgotten the face of that girl: she had the
largest eyes I have ever seen, black, with enormous pupils. Her face
was pale brown and seemed paler still because of the black curls
that fell to her shoulders. She was dressed according to the fashion
for children of that time: a blouse of dark blue and a red skirt. Many
years later I would still be startled whenever I chanced to see some-
one on the street wearing those two colors.

That year—1911 or 1912—1I believe I stayed in Tecuci for a whole
month. I searched for that girl on every street that I walked with.
my grandfather, but in vain. I never saw her again.-

Grandmother was slight, pale-eyed, and kept her ashen hair
pulled back tightly from her temples. I remember her better from
the second vacation I spent in Tecuci, which was during the sum-
mer of 1919. I was almost twelve then, and had recently redis-
covered an appetite for reading. I would sit next to the window
almost all the time, engrossed in my books. Whenever Grandmother
would pass, she would ask me to read aloud to her. I tried to explain
that she could not understand very much by hearing only discon-
nected fragments, but Grandmother insisted. “That’s how Costica
reads to me,” she said. “He reads from any book he has in front of
him, even if it’s a physics or chemistry textbook.” I had to give in. I
remember that I read her pieces from The Travels of a Romanian Man
on the Moon (whose author I have long since forgotten) and from

Ilderim by Queen Marie.

That year I saw both my grandparents for the last time. I never
returned to Tecuci again. The grandparents from Moldavia (as I

" used to call them) passed away a few years later. Grandfather was

almost ninety when he died.
14 r - 14

I was born in Bucharest, but that same year my father was
moved with his garrison to Rimnicu-Sérat, and my first memories
are of that town. We lived in a large house with many rooms, and
there were willow trees opposite the windows in front. In the back
was a courtyard and a park-like garden that seemed huge to me,
overshadowed as it was by prune, peach, and quince trees. My earli-
est memory (I believe I was less than three) is of being in the garden
with my brother and our big white dog, Picu. All three of us are
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rolling in the grass. Next to us on a stool is Mother, talking with a
neighbor. Right after this image, another: I am on the platform at
the train station, in the evening, waiting for an aunt from Bucha-
rest. There are many people. I have a crescent roll, which I had not
dared to eat because it seemed so enormous. I hold it in my hand,
contemplating it, displaying it, congratulating myself for having it.
When the train arrives at the station our group begins to move, and
I am left alone for a second. Out of nowhere there emerges a little
boy of about five or six who snatches away my roll! He watches me
for a second with a mischievous smile, then thrusts the roll into his
mouth and disappears. I am so startled that I can neither speak nor
- move. That event revealed to me the terrible power of skill and
daring. '

Other memories from the age of three or four include the car-
riage rides to the forest and to the vineyards around the Rimnic.
When the carriage would stop in the middle of the road under the
heavily laden trees, I would climb up on the box and gather the
silvery-gray prunes. Once, in the forest, creeping on all fours
through the grass, I unexpectedly found myself in front of a glitter-
ing blue-green lizard. Both of us were dumbfounded, and we just
stared at each other. I was not afraid and yet my heart was throb-
bing. I was overwhelmed by the joy of having encountered, for the
first time, a creature of such strange beauty. :

But I remember especially a summer afternoon when the whole
household was sleeping. I left the room my brother and I shared,
creeping so as not to make any noise, and headed toward the draw-
ing room. I hardly knew how it looked, for we were not allowed to
80 in except on special occasions or when we had guests. Besides, I
believe that the rest of the time the door was locked. But this time I
found it open and entered, still crawling. The next moment I was
transfixed with emotion. It was as if I had entered a fairy-taile pal-
ace. The roller blinds and the heavy curtains of green velvet were
drawn. The room was pervaded by an eerie iridescent light. It was
as though I were suddenly enclosed within a huge grape. I don't
know how long I stayed there on the carpet, breathing heavily.
When I came to my senses, I crept carefully across the floor, detour-
ing around the furniture, looking greedily at the little tables and
shelves on which all kinds of statuettes had been carefully placed
along with cowry shells, little crystal vials, and small silver boxes. I
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gazed into the large venetian mirrors in whose deep and clear wa-
ters I found myself looking very different—more grown-up, more

handsome, as if ennobled by that light from another world.

I never told anyone about this discovery. Actually, I think I

should not have known what to tell. Had I been able to use adult

vocabulary, I might have said that I had discovered a mystery. As

was true also of the image of the little girl from Strada Mare, I could

later evoke at will that green fairyland. When I did so I would re-
main motionless, almost not daring to breathe, and I would redis-
cover that beatitude all over again; I would relive with the same
intensity the moment when I had stumbled into that paradise of
incomparable light. I practiced for many years this exercise of recap-
turing the epiphanic moment, and I would always find again the
same plenitude. I would slip into it as into a fragment of time de-
void of duration—without beginning and without end. During my
last years of lycée, when I struggled with prolonged attacks of mel-
ancholy, I still succeeded at times in returning to the golden green
light of that afternoon in' Rimnicu-Sirat. But even though the beati-
tude was the same, it was now impossible to bear because it aggra-
vated my sadness too much; by this time I knew the world to which
the drawing room belonged—with the green velvet curtain, the car-
pet on which I had crept on hands and knees, and the matchless
light—was a world forever lost.

’ ’ ’

In 1912, when I was five, Father was moved with his garrison to
Cernavodd. We stayed there two years. In my memory, that time
spent there between the Danube and the brick-colored calcinated
hills, where wild roses and tiny flowers with pale dry petals grew,
is always lighted with sunshine. When we arrived, we were housed
for a few months in one of the regimental barracks. This was the
only place where there were other trees than willows. I remember
prowling among the pines and the maritime fir trees, and I remem-
ber the lawns with blue flowers. As I recall it was only there, in the
regimental park, that there was really any shade. The rest of Cerna-
vodad was always bathed in sunshine.

Soon we moved into a little house on the hillside. We had a
garden with archways and grape arbors. One day the boxes of furni-
ture from Rimnicu-Sirat began to arrive, and I studied with fascina-
tion how my father, with the help of the orderly, opened each one.
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He would lift up the cover with great care, touch the straw hesitant-
ly, and reach for the mysterious objects enveloped in newspapers.
He would remove each one slowly while we all held our breath till
we saw if it had arrived intact. One by one there appeared glasses of
all colors, plates, cups, teapots. Periodically, my father would frown
and swear at length in a whisper, biting his moustache, then place
the broken object in a nearby box as if he did not have the heart to
throw it away.

That autumn I entered kindergarten. I was proud when I put on
the gray uniform, and I went to school alone. I had already learned
the alphabet, but still I did not know what its use might be. Neither
did it seem very interesting when I could syllabize o-u, ou; bo-u, bou,
nor even when I could read “Our country is called Romania,” with-
out pronouncing it syllable by syllable. But once I stumbled upon
my brother’s Primary Reader, and after the first page I could not put
it down. I was fascinated, as if having found a new game. For with
each line I read I discovered unknown and unexpected things. I
learned the names of districts, rivers, and towns, and many, many
other things that overwhelmed me with their vastness and mystery.
But after a week, when I had finished Nicu’s book, I suddenly dis-
covered that things were not as simple as I had expected—for there
was no other book available for me to take up next. My father had
about one or two hundred books beautifully bound in leather, but
they were locked in a case with glass windows. I could read only
the titles, and even those I did not always understand. There were
some volumes entitled “Novel,” and my parents had a long discus-
sion about whether or not they should explain the meaning of this
word to me. For many years, my father forbade me to read novels.
For him, the novel was somehow an immoral book, since it in-
volved either adultery or adventures in a world one could only talk

about in whispers. He did not even allow me to read short stories.
The only books he permitted me were those bearing the title or
subtitle “tales.” :

I had been allowed to read Fairy-tales by Ispirescu, and the tales
and childhood memories of Creangd, when an episode occurred that
cast gloom over my entire childhood. I had entered the first grade,
and my father had invited the teacher to consult him about the
books I could read. We were all three standing in front of the book-
case. The teacher seemed enthusiastic about the books, and especial-
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ly about their leather bindings. Leafing through a volume by N.
lorga—I can still see it, it was Pe drumuri departate (On Distant
Roads)—he said, pointing at me: “But don’t let him read too much
or he'll tire his eyes. He doesn’t have very good sight. I put him in
the front desk, and he still doesn’t always see what I'm writing on
the blackboard.” “I can see if I squint my eyes!” 1 interrupted. “That
means you have weak eyes and you'll be nearsighted,” the teacher
replied. ‘
This discovery was a real catastrophe. Father decided that I must
not strain my eyes reading books other than school texts, so I was
no longer allowed to read during my leisure time. The source of my.
extracurricular readings had dried up anyway: my father closed the
glass-windowed bookcase and no longer allowed me to browse
through those beautifully bound volumes. Later, I realized that
those years that followed were truly wasted. My thirst for reading
had to be quenched at random. I read whatever fell to hand: serial
novels, mystery stories, the Psalm Book, The Key to Dreams. I read in
secret, far back in the garden, in the attic, or in the basement (as |
also did in Bucharest, after 1914). With the passage of time, this
random reading began to bore me. One day I discovered that street
games could be just as exciting as adventure stories, and I began
spending all my free time roaming the streets and vacant lots of
Bucharest. The Townhall Tract, the Old Market, the hill of the Met-
ropolitan Cathedral, the Cemetery of Oatu—I knew them all, and I
had friends among all the ruffians and urchins from every lower-
class neighborhood in town. But this was to happen later, after 1916,
when my father had encamped with his regiment in Moldavia.

I remember the hills around Cernavoda. Father sometimes took
us with him on hikes there. We climbed the parched, dusty paths,
winding through thistles and wormwood, until we reached the top.
From there the Danube could be seen in the distance, lying amidst
thickets of willows and bluish haze. My father was not a very ar-
ticulate person. While he could be very tedious, boring us with his
lengthy “moralizing” (as he liked to call it), he became speechless
whenever we found ourselves in new and unfamiliar situations out-
side the context of family relationships. We would sit on a flat rock
and Father would remove his cap, wipe his forehead with a hand-
kerchief, and begin to twist his moustaches. When we could tell by
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his smile that he was content, we would ask him all sorts of ques-
tions. Sometimes we asked him things we knew he was expecting
from his sons. We knew he considered us intelligent and gifted with
all sorts of talents. (He believed, for instance, that we both were
musicians—near prodigies with great futures.) He was happy when
our questions seemed to verify once more his faith in our intelli-
gence. Nevertheless he answered succinctly, almost monosyllabical-
ly, and sometimes rather awkwardly.

We would return by another path, so that we would descend
close to the bridge over the Danube. Sometimes we had the good
fortune to see a freight train passing slowly by, like a huge caterpil-
lar. Once when we were coming down from the hills, a Tartar girl

of about our own age suddenly stepped out from a ravine, and

without a word handed my father a bunch of blue flowers. The
three of us stared at her in astonishment. This was the first time we
boys had ever seen a Tartar girl at close range. Her hair and nails
were dyed red, and she was wearing Turkish trousers. Father man-
aged to smile, stammered out a word of thanks, patted her on the
shoulder, stroked her hair once, and finally, not knowing how else
to show his gratitude, doffed his cap several times, saluting her.

We climbed these hills often in the spring with the whole
school. T remember an excursion we took around the end of March.
- It was unusually warm. When we reached the top of the hill I was
thirsty, and since no one had brought any water, I ate some old
snow that still remained in the gullies and between the cliffs. I was
sick afterwards for about two weeks.

Whenever 1 came home from school I was thirsty. I always ran
home, usually getting into a scuffle or two along the way, so I was
perspiring and dirty when I reached the house. Before anyone saw
me, I would gulp down several cups of water, fresh from the pump.
I lost the liberty to do this when my parents decided to hire a
French-speaking governess who would help us learn the language.
One day my father asked for the carriage and went to the train
station. He came back with a very dark-complexioned woman who
had a big black mole on her face and smelled strongly of tobacco.
She spoke Romanian perfectly well, and she was constantly rolling
cigarettes over a box of golden tobacco. I felt even that evening that
my parents were disappointed with her. She was too old, smoked
too much, and was far from fluent in French. She stayed only a few

Earliest Recollections | 11

weeks, I think that [ unwittingly created the pretext on which she
was dismissed. The governess had decided that I had no right to

.drink water when I came home from school, on the grounds that I

was perspiring. I was not allowed to go near the pump any more,
nor to enter the kitchen or the dining room until dinner time. I had
to stay in my room, which my brother and I shared with the gov-
erness. [ suffered horribly from thirst. One day, taking advantage of
the fact that I was left alone in the room, I began to search. In the
closet I stumbled over a bottle labeled “boric acid.” 1 knew that this
solution was used as a disinfectant, but I was too thirsty to care. I
drank almost half the bottle. I did not feel sick until later, and then I -
told my mother what I had done. Lying in bed and pretending to be
more ill than I really was, I heard, as a consolation, the sharp, bitter
dialogue between Mother and the governess.
14 1 r
In Cernavoda, as in Rimnicu-Sarat, we had a carriage with
horses. Although my father was an infantry officer, he had a great
weakness for horses. He seldom told us about his childhood and
adolescence in Tecuci, but when he did he never forgot to speak
about the horses he rode without a saddle, and about the lizards that
he would hide in his shirt and bring home. Quite possibly, the pas-
sion that I had from the time I was a small child for all kinds of
animals was inherited from him. And it is strange that the only
serious accident he had was caused by his favorite horse. During the
campaign of 1913 he was slightly wounded in the shoulder, but the
horse, frightened, jerked abruptly and threw him down. For several
months my father carried his arm in a cast as a result.

My most dramatic childhood memory is connected with our
horse-drawn carriage. Mother was coming from Bucharest, and we
had gone to the train station to meet her. We were all returning in
the carriage, laden with suitcases and packages. The road to our
house passed in front of a bridge. It was a rugged road, with dust a
foot deep, and at one point it sloped quite sharply downward. I do
not know now why the horses became frightened, but they started
to run just where the road began to descend. In vain the driver and
my father tried to stop them by pulling on the reins. The carriage
seemed to have gone crazy. It raced downhill creaking and groan-
ing, leaning first on two wheels, then on the other two, bouncing
and bumping into the horses, making them go even faster. Mother
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started to yell, and not knowing what to do, she held us with one
hand and began throwing out the packages with the other. This

gesture seemed so insane to me that I caught her knees and begged

her not to throw them away—because I suspected there were good-
ies and gifts hidden in them. Nicu was hanging onto Mother’s arm,
too scared to cry. Mother caught me with her other arm and pulled
me to herself. Then I saw that the carriage was heading directly
toward the ravine that plunges down into the Danube beside the
bridge. For years 1 was haunted by those long moments when we
were expecting to reach the brink of the precipice and fall in. I was
frightened, but at the same time I was fascinated by the ravine and
could not believe that all would end there. Later, when we were
remembering and commenting on that event, Mother told me that,
without my knowing it, I had believed in a miracle and was waiting
for it to happen.

The guard at the bridge understood that it was absolutely impos-
sible to stop the horses from inside the carriage, and so he ran in
front of them. He lifted his gun in the air with both arms and began
shouting. Two more soldiers from the bridge leaped to help. Togeth-
er, they managed to stop the carriage a few yards from the ravine.
My father jumped down and embraced them. The horses were
trembling and jerking their heads from one side to the other, as if
trying to drive away a ghost.

I believe this was our last ride in the carriage. We spent that
summer in Tekirghiol, near the coast; in the autumn of 1914, shortly
after the war broke out, Father was moved to Bucharest.

From what I could understand later, my father decided that we
must spend the summer in Tekirghiol taking mud baths, after he
had chanced to encounter some scrofulous children. The sight de-
pressed him terribly. He immediately thought of his own children,
especially since the doctor of the regiment told him we were “lym-
phatic.” To prevent the possibility of scrofula, he took us to Tekirgh-
iol. I was five years old when, as we were approaching the train
station at Constanta, I had my first sight of the sea. I was still reeling
from this discovery when my father made us board the bus for
Tekirghiol. Very soon we entered a field of poppies and bottle-flow-
ers, and the air began to smell like dried flowers, dust, and salt.
Surprised, I inhaled deeply of this exotic atmosphere. Then the smell
of the marsh began to strike us—a powerful, heavy odor of sulfur
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and tar, but just as exhilarating. After about an hour, the bus stopped
at Vidrighin’s Inn, at the entrance to Tekirghiol. In the salt marsh
nearby, the water was low and oily, exposing the mud flats. A car-
riage passed close by us, raising a cloud of dust through which the
bus made its way with difficulty. All the passengers pressed hand--
kerchiefs to their faces. In such fashion we arrived at Tekirghiol.

At that time, in 1912, Tekirghiol was still a village, having only a
few notable buildings: one modern hotel, several inns, the establish-
ment for hot mud baths, the somber buildings of the summer vaca-
tioners, and four or five villas. Up on the hill, out of sight from the
highway, the mud huts of the Tartars were situated. That summer,
my father had rented for two months a spacious room in a villa. The
whole family took hot mud baths every morning. We would then
return quickly to the villa and go back to bed, to perspire. In the
afternoon we had to sleep again, or at least to rest for an hour. The
miraculous quality of the baths, my father said, lay in the fact that
they tired a person down to his marrow, forcing him to rest; after-
wards, he would be stronger and healthier.

My father was so taken by this first experience that he decided

- on the spot that we must have our own villa, where we could spend

the whole summer. In that same year he found and bought a lot, up
on the hill, and when we returned the next summer, the beginning
of a villa was waiting for us: two rooms with a veranda, and a kitch-
en in the backyard. The well was not yet finished, and for a few
weeks we were forced to carry water from a neighbor’s place. The
ground contained limestone and it had to be blasted with dynamite;
we reached water only after digging more than fifteen meters. Only
then did Mother realize that Father had been much too hasty when
he bought a lot situated so far uphill. The well cost him almost as
much as a room. It is true that we had the coldest water in the
village, but it was so full of sediment that we had to let it stand
awhile before we could drink it. The slope was so steep that no
carriage could get up it. It was a quarter of an hour’s climb on foot
from the bus stop—quite a walk when carrying luggage, packages,
and boxes! On dogdays, or coming back from the mud baths, the
ascent was torture. If we forgot to buy something from the market
below on the highway, we had half an hour’s wait until one of us

could go down and come trotting back again.
But my father’s enterprising spirit did not stop here. He calculat-
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ed that if he built another suite of rooms, he could rent them during
the summer. And after he had recovered the cost of building them,
from the extra money he could accumulate a dowry for our sister
Cornelia, who had been born a few years before. The next year
“Villa Cornelia” had come into being, with six rooms. I do not know
when or how they were furnished, but a short while after we came,
the tenants began to arrive too. In vain Mother tried to put up a
resistance, but my father had big plans: vegetable gardens, a flower
nursery, an orchard with fruit trees. During the course of the year,
he came whenever he could get away from Cernavoda or from Bu-
charest to plant trees and to enlarge the garden. He had bought
another lot lying to the back and one side of the villa, on which he
planned to build kitchens and servants’ rooms (believing that in this
way he would attract rich tenants).
‘ This enthusiasm was cut short by Romania’s entrance into World
War 1. For two years we heard nothing about “Villa Cornelia.”

When we went to Tekirghiol again, in the summer of 1919, we
found only the walls, One of the neighbors said the villa had been
occupied and then destroyed by the Bulgarian troops. But part of the
furniture we later found scattered among the houses of the village.

From those first summer vacations in Tekirghiol, I still have the
memory of the late sunsets, which I would await sitting up on the
hillside among euphorbias and cockles. The salt marsh could be
seen as far as Eforia and Tuzla, and beyond it, like a giant dam
supporting the sky, rose the Black Sea. Not very far away on the
right were the truck gardens, from which we bought watermelons
and cantaloupes. On the other side, out of sight, the Tartar mud
huts were situated. At the fall of evening you could hear their dogs,
and a sour smoke of burnt dung mixed with straw came from that
direction. For many years that oppressive Turkish smoke always
embodied the presence of Dobruja for me—a prologue to The Thou-
sand and One Nights.

When we arrived in Bucharest in the beginning of the autumn
of 1914, the house on Strada Melodiei was still being repaired. For a
few weeks we stayed with my grandparents at the end of Bulevar-
dul Pache Protopopescu. The fabulous homes of that neighborhood
were already familiar to me from early childhood. Memories of an
enormous courtyard surrounded by stables and granaries, and of an
endless orchard have remained with me. The orchard seemed truly
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endless; I ventured to its limits only after I was eight years old. I
went there with Nicu and the youngest of my mother’s sisters, Vior-
ica, who was just a few years older than we. There, at the end of the
orchard, we came upon some mounds on which weeds were grow-
ing, a few old hen houses, piles of crumbling forgotten bricks, and a
wooden fence ready to collapse, supported here and there by thick
props stuck into the ground. When we arrived, all three of us
climbed one of the mounds and looked over the fence. We could see
nothing but apricots, prunes, and quinces—the same kinds of trees
that were in my grandparents’ orchard. But we could hear no chick-
ens or dogs, only the buzzing of bees and all kinds of strange little
noises. -

“Once this was ours also,” said Viorica. Fifty years before, all that
land had belonged to my great-grandfather. Bulevardul Pache Proto-
popescu had not yet been built, and there was nothing but orchards
and vegetable gardens. The stockyard was close by. The old house
in front had once been an inn. Still preserved in the large room
were parts of the counters and shelves where crockery, bottles, and
glasses stood. In a corner of the room, behind the counter, was the
stairway to the cellar. My grandfather still went down there before
supper each night to fetch fresh wine from one of the barrels.

Later, I found out from stories my maternal uncles told me that

- after my great-grandfather gave up keeping the inn, he had.content-

ed himself for ten years operating it as a tavern. Uncle Mitache still
remembered the days when he would come home from primary
school and find the tavern full, and his father (my grandfather)
would make him recite poetry to amuse the horse dealers. Then, a
few years after my great-grandfather’s death, my grandparents gave
up the tavern too. The family had grown considerably and they had
to build extra rooms. My grandparents had fourteen children, but

. three died in infancy. Their eldest daughter, Didina, had been mar-
ried for several years when my grandmother bore her last two chil-
dren, Viorica and Traian. When we came to live on Bulevardul
Pache Protopopescu, a house had just been built in the back of the
former inn as a residence for three of my uncles.

I later learned a part of my great-grandfather’s story. His father
had come to Bucharest as a child, had worked for a few years as a
groom at the stables, had become a carriage driver, then a horse
dealer, and finally he had bought quite a number of acres of garden
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land and had built his inn. No one knew exactly where my great-
grandfather had come from. From Dundrea, said Uncle Mitache.
From the Olt, held one of the aunts, and she told me even the name
of the village: Arviresti. As proof, she reminded me that my moth-
er's name was lIoana Arvira. At any rate, I liked knowing that I was
descended from a family of Moldavian yeomen and an innkeeper
from Dunirea or the Olt. The father of my grandfather from Tecuci
had been a yeoman, and 1 was proud of the fact that I was only
three generations removed from peasants—that, although born and
bred in a city, I was still so close to the “soul of the country.”

When, as an adolescent, I experienced moods of deep melan-
choly, I would tell myself that it was part of my Moldavian heritage.
Sometimes I would rebel against this propensity for reverie and
contemplation, for returning into the past and letting myself be
overwhelmed by memories. I would rebel against my Moldavian
blood and would call upon the deposits of energy bequeathed to me
by my mother’s family: the spirit of adventure, the capacity for
work, and the stubbornness and the almost vulgar vitality of the
horse breeders from Dundrea.

In one of these revolts against melancholy I wrote and published
in Cuvéntul in 1927, when I was a university student, a piece called
“Impotriva Moldovei” (Against Moldavia), which aroused a lengthy
polemic. Of course, I oversimplified things too much. But I continue
to believe that these two hereditary dispositions have constantly
fought each other within the depths of my being, thus helping me
to grow and teaching me not to identify myself with either of them,
ultimately forcing me to find a different kind of equilibrium by
starting from the opposite disposition and using the opposite means,

I do not know how my parents met. When they were married,
my father had been an eligible bachelor for some time; he was fif-
teen years older than my mother. In the wedding picture taken
about 1904, my father did not look his thirty-five years, although he
was already bald. Swarthy, thin, with black handlebar moustaches,
heavy eyebrows, and steely eyes, my father seemed never to grow
old. He had a strong constitution. At seventy he would walk from
one end of Bucharest to the other and could not be still for a mo-
ment; he was constantly finding things to do in the house, the cel-
lar, or the yard. He was frugal by nature, but at parties he ate and
drank as much as five. After he retired and decided to occupy him-
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self seriously with our education, he lacked the energy for it—
although he seemed to think he had to teach us constantly how to
behave, and especially to “moralize” to us. During my last years in
the lycée, at almost every meal he gave us a long sermon, which
was constantly interrupted by my mother’s exasperated interjections
and interpretations.

When we finally settled in Bucharest, my mother was still very
young; she had not reached the age of thirty. At that time she was
quite beautiful and elegant, but a few years later—during the Ger-
man occupation and just after the war, when we became poor—my
mother gradually forsook elegance and coquetry. At thirty-five she
decided she had ceased to be young, that she had growing children
for whose welfare alone she should live. She no longer wanted to
buy anything for herself, and she took care of the house by herself
for about ten years, giving up even the servant girl from the coun-
try in order to be able to keep her children in the lycée and in the
university. On the other hand, she always gave me as much money -
as I wanted whenever I asked to buy books. I guessed later that
through me she was satisfying, in a way, her own thirst for reading,
which she had had in her youth. She had always liked to read, but
during the war, when my father was with his regiment in Moldavia
and she was left alone with us, her leisure time for reading grew
less each day. She nevertheless kept a few books by her bedside,
and she never went to sleep without opening the Psalm Book, Anna

Karenina, or Eminescu’s Poems. '
7 4 14

Throughout my childhood and adolescence, my mother’s family
was for me an inexhaustible universe, full of secrets and rich in
surprises. There were, first of all, the houses on Bulevardul Pache
Protopopescu. Those rooms of different styles and centuries, all the
way from the large room, which had been the inn’s dining hall and
later a tavern—a dark, smoked room with a low ceiling and wood-
paneled walls, smelling of wine, kerosene, and sheepskin (my
grandfather still wore a sheepskin coat and fur hat)—to the new
rooms in the back, built with windows looking eastward, bathed in
sunlight, with ugly “modern” furniture. There were also the three
rooms of my aunts, connected to the old dining hall by a narrow,
dark corridor. During that autumn of 1914 my five aunts, ranging in
age from ten to twenty, slept there. A new world began at their



18 | THE ATTIC

doors. It was a microcosm of pillows and down, of whole baskets of
silk veils and ribbons, illustrated magazines, colored postcards, and
all kinds of books, from the youngest girl’s classical textbooks to the
novels by Radulescu-Niger, the Decameron, and the serial novels of
the eldest, who were hoping soon to be married. (But soon the war
broke out, their brothers encamped in Moldavia, and the eldest sis-
ter, Marioara, was not married until 1919.)

I was especially fond of the large old cellar. It was ﬁlled with
wine barrels, casks of lard or pickles, buckets, and countless other
objects whose identity I tried to guess by the.dim light of the candle
when my grandfather took me with him to fetch some wine. In the
courtyard were abandoned storehouses, the granary, and the re-
mains of the stables, which had become cart-houses. In a corner I
had discovered a cabriolet, around which I invented all sorts of
games. But by the time we came to live there the horses had been
sold, and a few years later, during the war, the cabriolet also disap-
peared.

My mother’s brothers Mitache, Petricd, and Nae ran a foundry
on Calea Mosilor, near the Church of St. Gheorghe. It was an enor-
mous building with entrances on two streets. Every time 1 wenit
there I saw truckdrivers loading or unloading sheet metal, bars of
iron, or kegs of nails. Uncle Mitache was then about thirty years old.
He was blond, not too tall, and had a reddish moustache. He was to
gain weight later, since he liked choice foods, good wines, and end-
less feasts with friends and fiddlers. He got along well with my
mother, and after he returned from Moldavia in 1918 he lived with
us on Strada Melodiei for about twelve years, until he married. But
his marriage did not last long, and around 1935 Uncle Mitache re-
turned to live in the little house where my parents had found ref-
uge.

To this uncle I owe more than I could ever repay. Throughout
my years in the lycée he was my confidant and patron, and when I
left for India he gave me travel money. Until around 1916, he was a
rich man. The war (and later the iron trust) impoverished him grad-
ually. His destiny was, indeed, that of our whole family. When my
father returned from Moldavia and left the army, he realized that
we would not be able to keep three children in school on a retired
captain’s pension. Fortunately, we had our house on Strada Melo-
diei. Very soon we rented it out, and all five of us moved into the
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two little rooms in the attic. This happened in 1919, when I was
twelve years old. Actually, we were used to it already, since my
mother and the three of us children had lived there ever since Bu-
charest had been occupied by the Austro-German troops and the
whole house had been requisitioned. That attic had a decisive im-
portance in my life. It is hard for me to imagine the person that I
became later and am today without those two low-ceilinged rooms,
with their whitewashed walls and tiny windows—one of them
round like a porthole—and an incredible stove: its mouth in one
room and its body in the other. It was the great fortune of my youth
that I was able to live there for twelve years, and especially that I
could live the last five or six years there alone. - '



2. The War at Age Nine

THE HOUSE on Strada Melodiei, demolished about 1935, stood on a
plot that fronted on three streets. The main entrance was through a
paved courtyard; on the right was the garden, on the left the new
wing of the house. To enter the latter, one climbed several stone
steps protected by a glass awning that resembled a transparent fan.
But the only people who used that entrance were the officers we
billeted during the Austro-German occupation and (after the war)
the tenants. The family and our friends entered by a more modest
set of steps that led into a long hallway. Along this corridor on the
left were the bathroom, the kitchen, a little room that later became
my parents’ bedroom, and the dining room. This last was a part of
the new wing, which included an enormous parlor, a guest room,
and two large bedrooms. On the right of the corridor was a door
leading to a separate apartment consisting of a large square room
and a bath. Here Uncle Mitache lived.

The two wings of the house formed a right angle, and between
the two sides of that angle lay the garden, which was an unusually

large one for that neighborhood. It was surrounded by a low cement

wall, topped by an iron fence of spear-like rods. Lilac bushes, as tall
and dense as trees, created a bower in the farthest corner of the
garden. Protected, as behind a curtain, were a bench, iron chairs,
and a table.

When we moved into this house on Strada Melodiei, the remod-
eling was not yet finished. In the rooms of the new wing the walls
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were being painted, and in the dining room the parquetiy was be-

ing changed. When I would come home from school, there were
always new things for me to discover: another room freshly painted,
other pieces of furniture unloaded, empty trunks and boxes ready to
be carried down to the basement. At this house there were two cel-
lars. One of them was located under the new wing. It was deep, had
a dirt floor, and was divided into several rooms. In the first, fire-
wood, charcoal, barrels of wine, and pickles were kept. But in the
back there was one more room, in which candles flickered briefly
and died out, a cellar full of mysteries and fears, which I learned to
know in detail only many years later. _

The other cellar had been divided in two, the larger part having
been made into rooms. In the back was a room with a cement floor,
which served as washroom, and in which I later set up my laborato-
ry. It had a large zinc bathtub with only cold water piped to it.
During my last years in the lycée, on summer afternoons, when the
attic became so hot that I could not endure it even entirely naked, I
sometimes went down there and immersed myself for a few mo-
ments in a tub of freezing water. It was like having thrown myself
into a lake in a mountain cave.

I remember only vaguely the room in which I slept for almost
two years, before we moved to the attic. It was one of the large,
well-lit rooms, later occupied by an officer of the Austrian Army. I
remember nothing but the smell of fresh paint, and the sunlight
that awakened us in the morning. .

I had entered the second grade at the primary school on Strada
Mintuleasa. It was a large, sturdy building flanked by chestnut
trees, with a wide courtyard in the back where we played during
recesses. The principal had a hunchbacked son, a medical student,
whom [ often met on my way home. He was the first to notice that
I was rather nearsighted and he tried to teach me how to read with-
out tiring my eyes. I was now reading anything that fell into my
hands, because Father’s glass-windowed bookcase was forbidden to
me. But slowly, almost unconsciously, my passion for reading began
to abate, because I had many other things to interest me.

The horse-drawn tram passed in front of our house and made a
turn at the corner. Nicu and I and a few friends of our age would
wait quietly in front of the gate, pretending to be talking. But once
the car turned the corner, we would run after it and catch hold of it, -
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hiding so that the conductor wouldn’t see us. We were always care-
ful to be bareheaded, lest the conductor confiscate our school caps.
For years this game fascinated me. I became a great expert, and later
I began to learn how to climb onto even the electric tram while it
was in motion. I would ride hanging on, while the car made a cir-
cuit of several blocks. Sometimes the conductor would catch me and
pull my ears, but I accepted this risk proudly. Only once was I made
to feel guilty and humiliated: when Mother came home one day, sad
and upset, saying: “There were two gentlemen sitting next to me on
the tram-car today, and when they saw you two boys one of them
said, “There go the Captain’s brats!’ I was very ashamed,” she added,
and sighed.

But this was to happen later, after my father had gone away
with his regiment into Moldavia. I remember how upset I was. I
would have preferred any other punishment. But in a few days the
episode was forgotten—and I was back at my favorite sport.

During the two years my father stayed with us in Bucharest, he
had enough time to discover that in addition to my talent as a pi-
anist—which he considered exceptional—I also had a unique voice.
He was continually bringing me love songs (doine) and operatic
arias, which I learned to sing while accompanying myself at the
piano. He was so enthused over my soprano voice that he decided I
must begin to take voice lessons. I don’t know what teacher he went
to see, but he came home quite depressed. The maestro had advised
him to wait until my voice changed, and to return with me after I

- was sixteen or seventeen.

In those years my father liked to believe (and sometimes I too
believed it) that I should someday become a great concert pianist.
He insisted that I practice at least an hour or two every day, imagin-
ing that it is possible to develop into a virtuoso that easily. As a
matter of fact, my talent was rather modest.-

As | later learned, I had a perfect ear (I could detect a wrong note
even in the fifty-piece band of the Lycée Spiru-Haret), and I had
sensitivity and imagination enough, but I totally lacked the ability
to memorize. I would repeat a simple melody ten or fifteen times,
and still I could not memorize it without error. Perhaps even more
serious was the fact that I could never develop the technique of a
true pianist. I did not have enough patience, and I spent as little
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time as 'possible on scales and exercises. As soon as I was able to
play Beethoven’s sonatas, I began to sight-read Rachmaninoff’s con-
certos, and then I fell into the habit of spending hours at the piano
improvising variations on some Rachmaninoff melody.

By the time I was playing Rachmaninoff concertos from begin-
ning to end, I knew that I would never become a good pianist; but I
loved music too much to give up those several hours at the key-
board each day. When I was attending Spiru-Haret I “performed” at
every school function, but at length my father decided that Nicu
and I should give a concert of our own. I believe this concert was
my father’s last act of authority. It was after his return from Molda-
via. I had a rather generous piano teacher who let himself be per-
suaded by my father’s enthusiasm and agreed to help me prepare
for a public concert. Father rented a hall, printed announcements,
and took charge personally of ticket distribution. I believe that the
majority of the tickets were bought by relatives, friends, and former
associates of his from the army. However, on the afternoon of the
concert, the hall was half empty. In the first part of the concert,
Nicu and I presented several pieces, and then I played the Pathét-
ique. I played it not nearly as well as I usually did at home, and this
discouraged me. The second part was really terrible, and I was
ashamed. Yet there were a few reviews of the concert that men-
tioned a promising talent!

Later, while a student at the university, I felt that the time I had
devoted to the piano had been hours lost from study. At that time I
was forcing myself to work at a feverish pace, and I did not know
how to find more time, even though I slept only a few hours a
night. On the other hand, I felt I was spreading myself too thin and
I was afraid that this frenzied dispersion might be fatal to me. It was
then that I decided to abandon the piano. At first, it was a hard
thing to do. I would come down from the attic, go to the living
room, and linger beside the instrument. Sometimes I would open it
and play a few lieder. In time, however, I began to get used to not
playing, especially since rather soon after that I went to Italy for
three months. But about 1929 or 1930, when I was in Calcutta, I
could bear it no longer. At Mrs. Perris’s boarding house on Ripon
Street there was a piano, and as soon as I saw it I sat down at it for
several hours, playing everything I could remember and whatever I
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could improvise after three or four years of almost total interrup-
tion. After that I wrote home to have scores of my favorite pieces
sent to me. That was the last throbbing of my vocation as a pianist.

I liked attending the Mantuleasa School. I studied there things I
already knew—because, a week after school started, I had already
finished reading the textbook. But in the fall of 1916 things turned
out differently. I was in the fourth grade, and before school opened
Romania entered the war. Like everyone else, I marked with little
tricolored flag pins on a map the advance of Romanian troops into
Transylvania. My uncles had been mobilized, but (with the excep-
tion of the youngest) they had all remained in Bucharest. Then we
found out about the disaster at Turtucaia. At that time, a friend from
Cernavodi was living with us; she had just lost her husband, a re-
tired colonel. Her son, recently made second lieutenant, was at the
garrison in Turtucaia. One day the news came that he was dead. I
no longer remember what her first reaction was. She stayed with us
for a few more weeks, then she moved to the other side of Bucha-

rest. But she often came to see us and she continued talking about .

her son, the second lieutenant: “Now he would have been twenty-
four. Now he would have been on leave. Now he would have found
a girl, he would have been engaged. Now he would have been pro-
moted to the rank of lieutenant. . ..”

At night, we heard the sergeant shouting on the street: “Turn off
the light!” And then, one night, the bells from the Metropolitan
Cathedral started to ring and soon we heard antiaircraft fire. The
zeppelin was coming. It kept coming that way every night. It would
float lazily above the city, drop a few bombs, then disappear in the
direction of the Danube. My father and uncle stayed in the garden,
to watch for it to be shot down by antiaircraft guns. One night they
called us boys to see the zeppelin. As the search lights caught and
followed it on its lazy course in the sky, it looked like a giant cigar.
One day the rumor came that it had been hit by a shell and had
fallen in flames on the Bulgarian bank of the Danube.

When the German planes came, Mother would make us go
down to the cellar. The signal was given by the bells from the Met-
ropolitan Cathedral, and afterwards bells resounded from the other
churches too, just as on Easter night. Usually the planes came late in
the morning, shortly before noon. We would notice them, like sil-
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very pigeons, glittering in the bright September sun, followed by
the little white clouds of the exploding shells. A few batteries were
set up on the Townhall Tract, about one kilometer from our house.
We would hear the short, muffled poppings of the antiaircraft guns,
and sometimes we heard shell fragments fall on houses and the
pavement.

Once I had gone to buy something from a shop on Bulevardul
Britianu. When the alarm sounded I quickly started home, with the
full basket under my arm. But soon the shell fragments began to
fall, and a sergeant whistled at me. I went into an archway. A few
other passersby were sheltered there. From time to time, someone
dared to step out on the sidewalk, look up at the sky, and tell us
what was going on. Suddenly I felt an explosion, entirely different
from all the others, as if the bomb had fallen very close by. When I
returned home half an hour later, I saw that it had landed on the
porch of a house on our street. A few people were wounded, and
one man killed. A piece of shrapnel had cut off his head. I went the
next day with my mother to see him. He was laid out on a table,
among flowers, his head clumsily attached to the body, and ban-
daged.

I kept hearing about defeats, but I had no doubts about the final
victory of the Romanian troops. Like everyone who had gone
through primary school, I believed that our army was invincible.
The defeats, if they were indeed real, were due exclusively to the
errors of the generals.

My father would come home more and more depressed. When 1
found out that Uncle Costica had left the capital, I understood that
the situation had worseried considerably. Because he was assigned
to be Colonel Sideri’s driver, Uncle Mitache believed that he had
reliable information. He encouraged us, assuring us that a great bat-
tle was in preparation. If we won it, the capital would be saved. My
father told us that there would be fighting even near Bucharest, but
that it would be necessary to resist, at the very worst, only a few
days, before we should drive off the attackers.

We boys were ready for the siege. In fact, for several weeks I had
had the feeling that I was participating in the war. Around the mid-
dle of September we had been called to school. We had been told to
bring old newspapers, needles, and white thread. A young man
asked us if we could sew, and then he explained to us what it was
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about. Soon the winter will come, he told us, and our soldiers need
warm clothing. It has been proven that paper keeps away the cold.
We must make paper shirts, he said, and he explained to us how to
cut them and how to sew them. At first, for a few days, he was the
only one who cut them. He took several newspapers, placed them
carefully in a stack, then cut out a semicircle at the top. Next we
sewed the margins together (there were sometimes five or six
sheets, and it was difficult: we pricked ourselves, we tore the paper).
Two such sides were then sewn together, so that it constituted a sort
of corselet. '

I often saw Boy Scouts wearing on their arms a white band with
a red cross, a sign that they were trained to give first aid. I wished
that I were a few years older so I too could be used in a campaign
hospital. The temptation was too great, and in the end I could no
longer resist it. I found somewhere a piece of red cloth, cut out a
cross, and sewed it on a white band. Sometimes I put it on my arm
and slipped stealthily out into the street. It seemed to me that the
passersby looked at me and were impressed.

Thus I was standing once at our gate, when a car stopped in
front of me. Uncle Mitache jumped out quickly, without having
seen me, and ran into the courtyard. Later, I heard myself being
called. I realized that Mother had been crying, but I pretended not
to notice anything. My uncle kissed all of us, then took his suitcase
and went to the car. “It is a great disaster!” he said to us as the car
was leaving.

My father left the next day, also in haste. I had hoped until the
last moment that he would take us with him to Moldavia, as it had
been decided when the news first started spreading in Bucharest
~ concerning the atrocities of the Bulgarians. I also knew that the Boy
Scouts were ready to retreat with the troops, and I suffered deeply
for not yet being ten years old (I had heard that you could not
become a Boy Scout before you had reached the age of ten). I no
longer remember what happened at my father’s farewell. I was try-
ing to feel sad, crushed. But in fact I was proud of him, of his cam-

paign uniform, of the revolver he wore at his belt. The orderly had
~ driven the army truck into the courtyard and was waiting beside it.
In front of the gate, my father did not forget to give us more advice,
to tell us how to behave.

All that night we heard explosions. In several places the sky had
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reddened and begun to flicker. The forts and the arsenal had been
blown up, as we found out the next day. It was a long, weary night,
one which it seemed would never pass. But when morning came,
everything appeared just as before. In school the classroom was half
empty, and after about an hour of waiting, the principal came and
told us to go home. He also told us that Bucharest had capitulated
and that quite possibly the entrance of the enemy troops would take
place the next day. ‘

That afternoon a sergeant brought us the proclamation of the
major, which said—among other things—that all arms had to be
deposited at the commissariat in the next twenty-four hours, and .
that certain houses would be requisitioned for the billeting of the
Austro-German troops. We talked at great length—Mother, we chil-
dren, and Lina (one of Mother’s sisters, who had come to live with
us)—wondering what to do with the hunting rifle and the old pis-
tols we had. We decided to keep the rifle and to throw away the
pistols. Late that night, with fear and elation, we dropped them into
the mouth of a sewer.

The next morning, the Austro-German troops began entering
Bucharest. I saw the head of the column when it reached the Rosetti
statue near our house: a detachment of ulans on big white horses
came first, their spears propped against their boot legs. They looked
tired as they smiled at the group of children and curious people on
the pavement. Did I imagine it, or did I really see a little girl step
forward and give them a bunch of flowers? I felt that the crowd
around me was fretting, a bit confused. “She must be German,”
someone whispered.

Heavy, stonelike, the horses’ hooves could be heard cutting
through the silence on the boulevard. After they had passed on and
the Bavarian battalions came, I went home.

That afternoon, I discovered that I could be consoled and could
even get revenge. It happened this way. I imagined that a few Ro-
manian soldiers were hiding in a cornfield near Bucharest. At first
they were unarmed, or nearly so: they had a single carbine, a few
bayonets, and a revolver. But I soon gave up this image, and I
armed them to the teeth. In the beginning, there were only three or
four soldiers and an officer. But very quickly I discovered that in the
same cornfield others were hiding too. I started to bring them to-
gether, to organize them. I lay on my back in bed, with eyes half
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open, not quite knowing what was happening to me or whence this
secret—almost guilty—happiness had sprung. I was captivated by
my own visions, bound as if by an invisible thread, for when Moth-
er called and I came to my senses, I could feel the thread breaking
and I found myself in the everyday world, still excited by the mem-
ory of the things seen in my imagination, but without the former
feeling of bliss.

That afternoon I learned how to regain contact with my secret
army. It was enough for me to be alone—isolated in a room, in the
cellar, in the attic—and to visualize the field from the beginning,
waiting to see the tremblings of the first cornstalks. The action
would start immediately. I kept discovering hidden soldiers, making
their way with great care toward the place of assembly. By evening
almost a hundred fighting men were gathered there, and they were
becoming better and better equipped. The former second lieutenant
was now captain; and a few other young officers had come to help
him. One of them knew a great secret (my heart had almost stopped
as I discovered it): the arsenal had not been blown up in its entirety,
as we had believed! In the last moment, one of the lieutenants had
succeeded in hiding a considerable number of carbines and machine
guns inside an enormous subterranean storehouse, known to him
alone, and—as I found this out my heart beat faster—there were
even field cannons with ammunition.

I was so excited by this discovery that I had to interrupt my
vision and return to my senses. I felt I was participating in a secret
that could change the course of the war. To be sure, I knew that
everything had sprung from my own mind, and that the secret
army had come out of a field that—at least in the beginning—I had
invented. But on the other hand, I felt I was not in control of my
imaginings. Actually, I did not imagine it; rather, I saw what was
happening, as if it were on an inner movie screen. Often I did not
anticipate at all what turn of events the growth and organization of
the secret army was to take. It was not I who discovered that the
arsenal had not been blown up; this was told me by one of my
lieutenants. And in the beginning I did not even know the name of
this lieutenant. Everything that I found out later about him and

about his family I learned from him. The story was modified and
amplified as often as I relived it again from the beginning. The ex-
citement with which I saw it unfold was due to the fact that it
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invented itself, sometimes even contrary to my knowledge or wish-
es. In the beginning, my soldiers only attacked the sentinels or
small German detachments to procure arms and ammunition. But
very soon things took a different turn. Instead of attacking small
groups, the secret army was content to grow through its own means
(the subterranean arsenal) and to organize in the forest, preparing
for an attack.

For a few days I lived in a different world. I took no notice of my
mother’s tears when the sergeant came with an interpreter and an
Austrian noncommissioned officer to see the commandeered rooms.
Nor did the disastrous rumors that circulated succeed in depressing -
me. I hid whenever I could and immersed myself in contemplation
of the secret army until one afternoon, about a week after I had seen
the first ulan heading toward the Rosetti statue, I could restrain my-
self no longer and I exploded. Unexpectedly, the detachments, the
companies, the regiments that I had watched for so many days pre-
paring and organizing themselves attacked the enemy troops by
surprise. As soon as I heard the first cannon shots and saw the first
waves of soldiers starting to charge with bayonets, I lost the relative
calm with which I had so far observed the preparations for battle.
Almost panting, I whispered over and over: “Fire! Attack! Charge!
Fire!” These were the commands my officers were giving. I could
not remain still. I left my hiding place and started to walk along the
sidewalk, with eyes lowered, in order not to interrupt my visions. I
could not stop what was happening. And yet I knew that I had to
stop it, to be able to inform the real Romanian troops, which were
in the process of retreating to Moldavia, about our victories—those
being won behind the front lines! When the two Romanian ar-
mies—the real one and the secret one—should meet, the war would
start again under different conditions!

The campaign of my army lasted for several months. I continued
it every day. Usually, it was only a matter of skirmishes among
patrols or detachments, because I liked to prolong, as much as I
could, the preparations for the battle. Sometimes I would announce
to myself, with a certain solemnity, the precise day and hour of the
attack. A few hours before the battle I would return to my hiding
place. I savored every move my officers made. The attack always
surprised the enemy troops.

My brother had noticed rather quickly that something was
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wrong, and he started questioning me. It was hard for me to explain
to him. I told him that I was writing a war story. In fact, a few
weeks after I had first seen the cornfield where those few soldiers
had been hiding, I had started to describe the incident in a notebook.
To my great disappointment, the writing did not keep pace with the
events I was contemplating on my inner screen. I would fall behind,
and soon the joyous thrill I had felt while writing the first lines was
gone. I would wake up listless and discouraged. I had started to
work in a sort of trance, and now I looked with detachment and
indifference at the notebook in which I had written barely a page.

I did not know at the time that I was on my way toward making
my first experiments as a writer.

’ 14 14

The autumn seemed more bitter that year. It was a long, unend-
- ing November. We were almost glad when the first snow flurries
fell. At that time we were billeting a German second lieutenant who
was a banker from Hamburg, and a Bukovinian lieutenant from the
Austrian army. They were both over fifty and as genial as they
could be. The banker spoke French, was an enthusiastic stamp col-
lector, and was always smoking cigars. As for the Bukovinian, I re-
member my great surprise when I came home from school one day
to find in the dining room an Austrian officer who spoke Roma-
nian. Before them we had billeted, for only a few days, three Ger-
man officers, They were always considerate and discreet, so we
hardly saw them, but their presence paralyzed us. We had all with-
drawn into the garret, and Marioara, another aunt from Bulevardul
Pache Protopopescu, had come to live with us. When all six of us—
Mother, the two aunts, and we children—went down the first
morning to examine the rooms, we fornd them just as we had left
them: the beds were made and the spreads pulled over them. Only
the smell of boots and tobacco reminded us that officers of an en-
emy army had been sleeping there. The banker and the Bukovinian
were just as neat. But they were also friendly, jovial, and helpful
(they brought us sugar, coffee, biscuits). The Bukovinian stayed
with us until the next spring. Because he was Romanian, we did not
consider him to be a soldier in an enemy army. He spoke Latin well.
When he left, he took us boys aside and told us: “I will come back
after the war, to see if you have learned your Latin.” We never
heard from him again, however.

The War at Age Nine | 31

The banker from Hamburg had been assigned to auxiliary ser-
vice, so he remained with us over a year. He was blond, fat, and
smelled of cologne and cigars. He was very vain about his hands
and nails. He gave them much care and was always looking at
them. He polished his nails with a tiny brush. Sometimes, in the
evening, he allowed me to sit next to him and look at his stamps.
He conversed very little and by preference spoke only in French..
The next year when I would go to him for help with my German,
he would lose his patience. “Mais c'est de l'allemand, ¢a!” he ex-
claimed after he opened the notebook. _

During the winter, the occupation began to make itself felt..
Wood could be found only with difficulty. The bread was mixed
with cornmeal and the lines at the bakeries began to form around
four in the morning. Mother would wake Nicu and give him three
pairs of socks and his boots, because there were drifts of snow and
each night the snowstorms became more severe. Dressed in a wool-
en coat and hat, Nicu went down the wooden stairs from the attic
(and only then would his boots wake me), opéned the gate (some-
times he had to shovel the snow away to be able to budge it), and
started for the bakery. Mother boiled water for tea over the fire in
the stove, then helped Corina and me to wash ourselves. The bakery
did not open until six. If Nicu was there in time—that is, before
five—he was among the first and he came back with the bread
around half past six. After I drank the tea, I went down together
with my two aunts, and shoveled the snow on the sidewalk so we
should not have to pay a fine. At last, with my book satchel on my
back, I started to school.

That year I didn’t learn a great deal. I was in the fourth grade
and all my interests were concentrated upon the new subjects that
Nicu was learning in the first class of the lycée. I was especially
fascinated by zoology and ancient history. At the school on Strada
Maintuleasa I continued to be a prize student, somewhat by force of
inertia, but both the principal and I felt that something was wrong.
I did not like school any more, I did not write my papers with as
much pleasure and care as formerly, and my grades in deportment
had fallen off. Without the strong bond of my father’s supervision, I
had discovered the natural playgrounds of the city—the vacant lots.
At the very beginning of that autumn, we children played cops and
robbers in a lot on Calea Cdldragi led by some shoemaker’s appren-
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tices who had taught us all kinds of tricks (such as how to leave
secret chalk signs on walls without being caught). Then we would
~ join a gang of urchins in back of the Church of St. Gheorghe, where
we could hide in a big courtyard that apparently was abandoned.
When the winter came, we gathered on the vacant lot for snowball
fights. I would return home toward evening, wet and dirty, with
my clothes torn. In the beginning, my mother was not too worried.

She knew I was playing with the boys, and she was delighted that

at least she did not have to spy on me to keep me from reading too
much. For my father had given strict instructions: she must make
sure that I did not tire my eyes too much. But soon, when the snow-
banks had become as high as a man, my friends from the streets
appeared with sleds. Most of them were put together clumsily out
of little boxes, but there were also some true sleds with glittering
runners, like skates. I was among the few who had no sled, and I
had to find all kinds of ways to borrow one for a few hours or even
for a whole afternoon. Usually I paid the rent in buttons, marbles,
or lead soldiers.

One glassy January morning, when school was closed because
there was no more fuel, I went sledding with the whole crowd on
the hill of the Metropolitan Cathedral. It was a long journey from
the Rosetti statue to the church, but we got there quickly because
we raced with one another. From the top of the hill we could see a
great distance, and from up there the descent looked like a ski slope.
We did not dare go down it with sleds, but we contented ourselves
- with starting from the point on the hill near the bell tower, down
the long and slightly curving street which was almost deserted at
that hour, descending to Strada Serban-Voda. Then up the hill we
would climb again, our sleds behind us. In order to avoid being
struck by those who were coasting pell-mell downhill, we walked
along the side of the street in the snowdrifts. After a few hours I
began to feel a tingling in my feet, and because I could not scratch I
would kick myself gently with my boot. When the tingling became
unbearable, I stood with all my weight first on one foot and then on
the other. '

I arrived home toward evening, exhausted, famished, and nearly
unable to feel my feet. Mother had planned a suitable punishment
for me, but when she saw my dreadful condition, she postponed it.
Only after I took off my shoes and socks did she realize my feet
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were frozen! The skin was broken, bloody, and in places it had been
torn off by the sock. The toes were purple, and when I went near
the stove the tingling returned with such fury that one of my aunts
had to hold my hand to keep me from scratching myself. The fam-
ily doctor was old and lived rather far away, but my mother had
recently noticed the sign of a woman doctor nearby. She dressed
quickly and soon returned with her. Dr. Buttu had just received her
M.D. and was at that time interning at Coltea Hospital. When she
saw my feet she frowned. Asking for a pan of snow, she knelt in
front of me and began massaging my feet in it. I groaned with pain,
but she continued rubbing my feet all over until they began to
bleed profusely. In the morning Mother went through the same op-
eration again. I was not allowed to go near the stove, and I had to lie
at the foot of the bed with my feet all bandaged. Some member of
the family was near me at all times to see that I did not scratch
myself or approach the fire.

I did not attend school for several weeks. It was not necessary to
amputate any of the toes, but all that winter the rubbing with snow
each morning was torture. For many years thereafter the tingling
sensation would return whenever I would enter an overheated
room in winter.

Thus was I cured of sleds, and perhaps that is why I was never
in later years tempted by winter sports. Mother forgave me. Thanks
to my frozen toes, she found a new family doctor. Dr. Buttu re-

‘mained our physician and friend for almost twenty years.

14 ’ 1 4

That winter seemed endless to me. The snow on the ground in
the garden still had not melted by March. By some means, which I
no longer remember, we received news from my father around Eas- -
ter. He had arrived safely in Moldavia, but he did not tell us exactly
where he was or what he was doing. The bread was becoming
steadily worse and more yellowish because of the cornmeal in it.

~ And yet when it was fresh and we spread lard over it, it seemed

tasty. During those years of occupation we kept, involuntarily, quite
lengthy fasts. For whole weeks we ate nothing but beans, pickles,
and fried potatoes. Each of us had found something to do in the
kitchen. I liked frying potatoes. I learned how to cut them and how
to turn them from one side to the other in order to brown them
without scorching them. On rare occasions Mother would receive
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news from my grandparents that someone had secretly butchered a
pig—and we would all go out to Bulevardul Pache Protopopescu so
that we could bring home lard, rinds of bacon, and sometimes a big
piece of meat, without arousing suspicion.

And yet, eventually, spring came also that year. We awoke one
morning to find our peach tree in bloom. From our street all the
way to school we walked beneath blossoming apricot and cherry
trees. I could hardly stay home in the afternoons. The vacant lots
and games were calling me again. |

That year the observance of the Tenth of May, which was Roma-
nian Independence Day, had been prohibited by the Occupation.
We were obliged to attend school as usual. (The principal had
warned us that, by order of the military authorities, only absences
due to illness would be excused, and only with a note from the
doctor.) May Tenth had to be a day like any other. But I still remem-
ber the sad, intense expression on the face of the instructor when he
took a book from his pocket and called on one of the boys, the most
talented in the art of recitation. “You're old enough now,” he said to
us, “and you can keep a secret.” He opened the book and showed
the boy a poem. “Go out into the courtyard and learn it by heart,”
he whispered to him.

Perhaps less than a quarter of an hour elapsed before he re-
turned, but to us it seemed like an eternity. The instructor remained
at his desk, staring vacantly into space. In the classroom there was
no sound but the buzzing of bees at the upper part of the windows,
trying to find a way through the glass out into the garden. At last
our classmate appeared. Approaching the teacher’s desk, he began
to recite solemnly. I'd give anything to be able to remember what
poem he recited then. It was not, of course, one of the traditional
verses dedicated to the Tenth of May, nor a patriotic poem, because
these were familiar to the whole class. It was, perhaps, one by Octa-
vian Goga or §. O. Iosif. I remember only our trembling silence and
our tears of proud happiness. For we understood from the poet’s
allusions that this time again Romania would emerge victorious.

After the boy had finished reciting, the instructor put his hand
on his shoulder. Turning to us, he said with a smile, “Sit still for
fifteen minutes longer, and then you may go home.”

’ 4 ’

The tears with which I finished reading Cuore assured me that I

was not a bad boy; I discovered once again that I loved my country
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and my family (especially Mother); I discovered also that I loved
even school. But how hard it was for me to remember all these
things when I found myself back on the streets, with so many trams
on which I could hitch rides, with endless sidewalks on which I
could rove for hours without getting lost; how hard especially when
I returned to the vacant lots or the garden on Bulevardul Pache
Protopopescu.

In the summer of 1917, Mother could no longer hold me in
check. She had tried everything: a bamboo stick (my father usually
had threatened us with a belt), hiding my shoes so I couldn’t go out
on the street (but, seemingly, I liked to run barefoot on the hot
pavement even better), locking me up in a room (from which I
would manage to escape by jumping out the window). Rather tardi-
ly, Mother came to discover the only means of keeping me off the
streets: giving me a book. But even this was not a perfect solution,
because by evening, or at most by the middle of the night, I would
have finished reading it, and Mother did not have another book

ready. And besides, she kept remembering my father’s order: not to

let me strain my eyes. Other superstitions were now invoked: that I
was still a child and that excessive reading might “fatigue my
nerves” (the expression belonged to one of my aunts). I had hoped
to find an ally in Dr. Buttu. But she also subscribed to the same idea,
that the mind must not be tired in “the growing years,” and that it
is fed sufficiently by school books and piano lessons.

I found consolation on the vacant lots. Summer had come, I had
finished primary school, and while waiting for the lycée entrance
examination (which I was to take in September) I was totally free. I
played on the grass by the Townhall where the antiaircraft guns
had been the previous year. There was an enormous vacant tract
near the Britianu statue on which the stone blocks for the new -
wing of the university had been deposited. The construction had
been interrupted by the war, leaving a maze of cellars into which
countless cartloads of sand had been dumped and bricks and lime
sacks stored. I was to begin exploring those underground chambers
soon, right after entering lycée. For many years those mysterious
cellars, with their weak scaffolding on which rats played, would
constitute one of my secret universes. Together with a few of the
new friends I made in lycée, I explored them with much excitement
until the day we were discovered by a group of police looking for
vagabonds.
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I do not know how, but toward the end of summer we learned
of the Romanian victories at Mardgesti and Marasti. For several days
rumors circulated about the lightning advance of some famous divi-
sions toward Rimnicu-Sdrat. Awakened by these victories, I tried to
throw my secret army into the fray also. But the game was no lon-
ger the same. That primordial field proved incapable of producing,
in a few days, the forces necessary to cut the retreat of the German
divisions. I tried to imagine something else: Romanian regiments
hidden in the mountains, having spent the winter of 1917 in caves
and forests, attacking German ammunition depots by night. But I
had too many other things to do. Soon we learned that the advance
of the troops had been permanently arrested due to the breakup of
the Russian army. News reached us of villages behind- the front
lines that had been pillaged and burned by troops who had quit
fighting and were heading back to Russia.

Then one September morning, on going to the Lycée Spiru-
Haret to see the results of the entrance examination, I read my name
on the list of those admitted. I returned home, quite somber, to give
the news to Mother. I had the feeling that something very decisive
had occurred, that I was about to begin a new life.

3. “How I Found the

Philosopher’s Stone”

AT FIRsT everything about the lycée fascinated me. What I especially
liked was having a different teacher for each subject. Nicolaie
Moisescu captivated me from the very first lesson, and he remained
my favorite until his death several years later. He was the teacher of
biological sciences. Tall, quite thin, almost gaunt, he seemed older
than he was because of his white hair and moustache. He spoke
slowly and distinctly, as if conserving his strength. While he lec-
tured he would pace back and forth in front of the room, taking
small light steps, which he interrupted from time to time with short
pauses in order to look deeply into the eyes of some student. He
smiled after each sentence, as if he wanted to emphasize the period
and pause that must separate it from the next one. His lectures were
accompanied by broad, deliberate gestures, and watching these you
understood how perfectly he had succeeded in saving the small
amount of energy he had available.

He had the habit of coming to class with a microscope and call-
ing us all to look through it, one after another; then he would have
us draw on the blackboard what we had seen. Rarely did one of us
manage to reproduce very approximately those strange iridescent,
madreporic forms we discovered. (We would blur the images, lose
them, and discover them again by slowly turning the screw of the

microscope.) Moisescu noticed me, I believe, because I was among
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those few who proved capable of sketching what they saw. From
that time onward, his interest in me never wavered. He always
looked me straight in the eye, and he was continually asking me
questions, almost as though he wanted my opinion. Gradually, I
became aware that there were secrets which we could understand.
They were the secrets of that mysterious force which Moisescu
called “Nature.” I understood why butterflies of the forest have
wings the color of bark, why the porcupine has quills, why the
male birds of many species are much more brilliantly decorated
than the females. “Nature” has done all these things to camouflage
them, to protect them, to select them. There are, then, certain laws
that can be deciphered. Suddenly, everything acquired meaning and
purpose. The world no longer was seen to be a conglomeration of
unrelated creatures and happenings; rather, it showed itself to be
the result of a unique and irresistible will. As she revealed herself to
me in Moisescu’s lectures, “Nature” was animated by a single impe-
tus: that of creating and maintaining life, in spite of all obstacles and
disasters.

That winter I learned what is meant by the instincts of preserva-
tion of the individual and of the species. But above all I learned to
distinguish and love various animals, particularly reptiles and am-
phibians, and insects. Nicolaie Moisescu showed them to us on col-
ored plates, stuffed or preserved in bottles of alcohol, or in insectar-
iums. Then I contemplated them, along with the rest of the class, at
the Museum of Natural Sciences in Sosea. After that, I visited the
museum regularly each Sunday the entire winter. And with great
impatience I waited for spring to come so that I could, at last, go
hunting for insects in the forests around Bucharest.

Perhaps it was this passion for the natural sciences that saved me

and helped me to pass through the crisis that had come upon me
almost without my being aware of it. It was not just puberty, be-
cause (with the exception of zoology) nothing interested me. I did
not do my homework, I spent all my time on the Townhall Tract
and in the cellars at the university construction site. I remained
friends with the same urchins from the slums, while I became close
only with the laziest and most cantankerous of my new classmates
at the lycée. It is true that, as soon as the snow had melted, I man-
aged to persuade them to roam around the woods in Sosea, in
search of plants and insects. In May of 1918, I began going early
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each Sunday morning to the monasteries outside Bucharest. I would
return about midnight, tired, sunburnt, dirty, and laden with jars
full of insects, lizards, frogs, and snails. Out of a little box with a
glass cover I made myself a “terrarium.” Whole hours were spent
following closely the quiet, gloomy life of all sorts of insects, frogs,
and lizards. I made plans for summer excursions along the banks of
the Dimbovita all the way to the Danube to investigate the mud
flats and swamps so rich in larvae.

This dream was suddenly canceled by the surprise I received at
the year’s end. I found that I had failed in three subjects: Romanian,
French, and German. I was indignant; three failures meant that the
grade must be repeated. But Moisescu insisted that I be given an-
other chance. 1 was his best student. It was a profound embarrass-
ment to me to read my name on the list of failures. It is true, I had
been a bit apprehensive about German. As a matter of fact, we
should not have had to begin studying it until the second year of
the lycée, but the Occupation authorities had imposed it also on the
first year students. For that reason the whole class had sabotaged it
as much as possible. But I was truly surprised when I saw I had
failed French, and even more so Romanian.

Iosif Frollo was our French teacher. It would be useless for me to
try to eulogize him: he was well-known by whole generations of
lycée students. But he had a great penchant for grammar, and at
that time I thought grammar absurd and unimportant, seemingly
invented expressly to prevent a student from savoring the text he is
translating. Frollo was satisfied with what I knew, but he had
warned me that I could not pass the course if I did not know all the

conjugations by heart. I took his threat as a joke, since (as was his
habit) he had said this very sweetly, looking me in the eye and
smiling. But he kept his word and this provoked a true break be-
tween us. I remained aloof from him from then on. A few years
later, when I had become involved in reading books without num-
ber, I forced myself to read the complete works of the French au-
thors we were studying in class. Frollo tried several times to advise
me and guide me; but I always listened to him with a hostile smile
on my lips, continuing to read what I liked and as I liked.
Apparently, Frollo understood very quickly what was taking
place in the mind of the frustrated and anarchic adolescent that I
was, and he left me alone. But he also had a sophisticated method of
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getting revenge. During my last year in lycée, whenever he was
discussing one of the authors he knew very well that I had read—
because, impertinently, I came to school with the complete works
and placed them on my desk, leafing through them occasionally
with a feigned nonchalance—Frollo would ask the class questions
that I probably could have answered better than anyone else; but he
always refused to call on me, although I raised my hand. Eventual-
ly, I gave up raising my hand and listened, smiling ironically, to the
stupid and inept answers of my fellow students. Only once did
Frollo come down from his dais to see the books I had arranged
provocatively on my desk. He had spoken to us about Port Royal,
and I had brought Les Provinciales and all the volumes on Pascal that
I could find in the library. He thumbed through them with an
amused expression, then clapped me on the shoulder. But even then
he didn’t ask me a question that would have given me the chance to
show I knew more than anyone else in the class.

Failing Romanian I considered a huge injustice. It is true I had
not studied, but I was sure I had nothing else to learn, because I had
read the textbook on the Romanian language before entering lycée. I
was also convinced that I read and wrote better than all my fellow
students. But the teacher of Romanian at that time, D. Nanul, was
also the principal of the school, so he knew what an undisciplined
and incorrigible pupil I was. Oftentimes I would run away from
school, escaping through the window, and play games on the
Townhall Tract. At other times I did not come to school and lied
that I had been ill. I tore pages out of my notebook so that Mother

“ would not see what bad marks I was getting, and at school I would
pretend I had forgotten and left it at home or lost it. D. Nanul was
certainly justified in trying to make me repeat the grade, even in
trying to persuade my mother to take me out of the lycée. I was, as
he liked to put it, “an undesirable element.” But to me it seemed
that my failure in Romanian was due to his personal vengeance,
and that actually I should have deserved a prize or at least honor-
able mention!

Thus the idea slowly began to creep into my mind that I was
persecuted, that the principal and all the other teachers with the
exception of Moisescu—for reasons I was unable to fathom— pro-
tected some students and persecuted others, especially me. This dis-
covery wounded me deeply, but at the same time it gave me a
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strange satisfaction. It seemed to me that I was entirely different
from all my classmates, that I was predestined to remain on the

- fringes of society, that the roads of others were forbidden to me, and

that I would be forced to find a new path for myself. And so, when
I read my name on the list of those who had failed, my first thought
was that I would run away into the wide world. I started out for
Sosea and I walked aimlessly for hours without noticing hunger or
fatigue. Towards evening, however, I returned home. Mother had
difficulty hiding her happiness at seeing me back. She had learned
from my brother that I had not passed three subjects, and she was
afraid I might have done something foolish. She tried to console me
by promising to get me tutors in French and German.
r 7 ’

In a way, failing those courses worked to my advantage. That
summer, whenever Mother saw me with a book in my hand, she
did not remind me as before that I mustn’t tire my eyes; she as-
sumed I was studying in preparation for the autumn exams. For the
first time in my life I did not read in secrecy and fear. On the other
hand, the conviction I had formed that I was “persecuted” gave me,
in my own eyes, a martyr’s halo and also a certain responsibility. As
much as I loved the games of the streets, I felt now that I must not
give the impression of being good for nothing else. It seemed to me
that “others” were watching me—especially the principal and cer-
tain teachers. I told myself: they think I'm a no-good, and they’re
sure I'll never amount to anything. Someday I'll give them a sur-
prise!

But it was impossible for me to decide then, in that summer of
1918, what that surprise would be. Would I become a great zoolo-
gist, a great pianist, a great doctor—or an inventor, or an explorer;
or should I decipher a dead language? Of one thing I was certain:
that I would never be a prize student. I made up my mind that I
would barely pass from one grade to another. In those summer
afternoons, with one of the three grammar books in front of me, I
discerned what later proved to be characteristic of my temperament:
that it was impossible for me to learn something on demand; that is,
to learn as everyone else does, in conformity with an academic
schedule. From the first grade of lycée to the last, I always felt at-
tracted to the subjects that were not in the curriculum for that year,
or to subjects and authors that were not taught in school. A few
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years later, when I became interested in physico-chemical sciences, I
studied chemistry when physics was in the schedule, and vice versa.
'Sometimes it was enough that a discipline I loved should appear in
the curriculum for me to lose interest in it. This happened with
logic, psychology, and biology. Everything I was forced to study lost
its interest for me and became a “subject” like any other, good for
memorization by “grinds” and prize students. My aversion for text-

~ books and programmed studies took, as time went by, pathetic pro-
portions. Several years later, when I undertook the study of Latin
and mathematics, I was not satisfied with the textbooks from which
all my classmates studied, but I bought the books of Meillet, H.
Poincaré, and Gino Loria from used bookstores, though it was only
with great difficulty and by enormous effort that I made headway
in them.

I have no idea how I passed my examinations in the autumn. I
had succeeded in learning the conjugations in French and German
and declensions in the latter, but at the oral exam, in front of Nanul,
I was so intimidated that I forgot the gender of even the most com-
mon nouns. It is probable that the written examinations turned out
better, because both Frollo and Nanul passed me. I was waiting to
take my German exam when the German teacher, Papadopol, an-
nounced that since the German language had to be studied only
starting in the second year of lycée, all failing grades were canceled.
But he added with a piercing gaze, “Those of you who failed are
expected to distinguish yourselves this year!”

So far as I was concerned, I did unquestionably disappoint him.
German was one of the terrors of my adolescence, not so much be-
cause of its difficulty, but because Papadopol became principal of
the lycée the next year. Thereafter, I had to deal with him every
time I broke a windowpane, or whenever he caught me jumping
out of a window, or discovered I had signed the excuse for my own
absence. And yet, unexpectedly, in the fourth year we were recon-

ciled, and later we even became good friends. In his class that year
- he assigned several research topics in literary history, and to me
there fell Sturm und Drang. We each had to give a twenty-minute
oral report. Working day and night, I had read all the monographs I
could find, and I had written a whole notebook. My introduction
alone lasted for almost an hour. I began with Nibelungen and Min-
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nesinger. On the blackboard I wrote all the names, titles, and dates I
considered to be important. Of course I had copied these out of the
textbooks and monographs I had read. But, with visible delight, Pa-
padopol was refreshing his memory on Minnesénger and some mi-
nor authors about whom, undoubtedly, he had not thought since he
had received his degree.

I had entered the second class without much enthusiasm. But
around the end of October, rumors began to circulate about the di-
sasters of the Central Powers. The teachers were in a better mood
during classes and they seemed even more absentminded. One
morning we learned that Germany had asked for an armistice. I had
started out for school, but I found myself going down the boulevard
toward the Bratianu statue. As I proceeded, I encountered increas-
ingly noisy groups of people, some carrying small Romanian or
French flags, several in faded, ragged uniforms. I heard a young
fellow shout, “To the Kommandant’s!” and he started running with
the whole crowd following. I began to run too, holding my school-
bag against my back with one hand to keep it from bouncing. But I
did not reach the Kommandant’s. Somewhere near the Coltea Hos-
pital I came across other shouting, threatening groups, and I
stopped to see what was happening. Someone had climbed onto the
roof of a building and was trying to fasten up a flag. “Tie it with
your belt,” I heard someone shout. Then several people next to me
burst out.laughing. Some applauded till their hands were blistered.
“He’s going to lose his pants on the roof!” someone said.

But the next moment there were shouts of “Watch out!"—and
the people began to disperse. From a window someone was throw-
ing sticks into a pile on the pavement. There were hundreds and
hundreds of white sticks, about two meters long, which seemed all
the more precious to me because I didn’t know what they were
good for. The people were hurrying to pick them up, and they bran-
dished them over their heads like swords. With some difficulty I
made my way through the crowd and managed to get hold of one.
“They’re tent poles,” someone next to me said. But then I heard the
sound of windows being smashed, and at one of them I saw two
men struggling to lift a sack to the window ledge. “Step aside, it’s
sugar!” shouted one of them, who was trying to rip open the bag
with a pocket knife. .

Soon a dense cascade of granulated sugar was pouring onto the
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pavement and the people crowded in again, stooping, cmuching,'

scrambling to gather the sugar in their hands, filling their pockets,
handkerchiefs, hats—all the while shouting, threatening, swearing.
“Watch out!” came the cry again from other windows, and more
sacks spilled their contents—sugar, lentils, flour—onto the sidewalk.
Only a few minutes had passed, but already the street was full of
people. From out of nowhere women had appeared, crowding be-
neath the broken windows and emerging again from the mob with
skirts caught up, immodestly carrying in them the sugar mixed with
lentils and mud. :

When [ started for home with my white stick under my arm and
‘a handkerchief full of sugar in my right hand, I learned that the
looted building had been a warehouse for the German army. The
guards had disappeared during the night.

’ ’ ’

My father returned from Moldavia soon after that. During the
last months we had received news from him quite frequently. He
had told us that all our relatives were alive, except for Traian, my
mother’s youngest brother, who had died of typhus. In Moldavia,
Father had exchanged his wages for articles of immediate useful-
ness: shoe-sole material, linen, lard, flour, and biscuits. For years
Nicu and I went clothed in the same ash-colored army jackets, the
same military tunics of dark, rough cloth, and the same enormous
boots. We were not to be freed from these gifts, which our father

“had collected with much difficulty in Moldavia, until the upper
grades of lycée, when all students were required to wear the school
uniform and the cap with the mauve ribbon of Spiru-Haret. Besides,
during those years when there was almost nothing for sale, the boys
came to school dressed as best they could. Almost everyone wore
something military: an officer’s cap, a tunic, a khaki shirt, or at least
boots and puttees.

A few days after the Armistice was signed, we started going to
school an hour earlier and staying one or two hours later in the
afternoon in order to learn, as quickly as possible, the anthems of
the Allies. Almost all of us knew the “Marseillaise,” but we had to
learn “God Save the King” and “It’s a Long Way to Tipperary.” We
also had to learn the American and Italian national anthems. Solo-
veanu, our music teacher, had written the respective texts phoneti-
cally on the blackboard, and we tried to memorize them as best we
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could. It all had to be done very hurriedly, because the triumphal
entry of the Allied detachments and some parts of General Franchet
d’Esperey’s army from Salonica seemed imminent. However, the pa-
rade was postponed several times.

At last we were called together one morning, and before it was
fully light we started for Calea Victoriei. From the Mogogoaia Bridge
to Bulevardul Elisabeta, the pupils of all the primary and secondary
schools of the capital were assembled, holding flags of various sizes.
First came the children of the elementary schools, then those of us
in the first years of the lycée followed by the older lycée pupils, and
finally the university students. I no longer recollect which were the
first detachments that paraded in front of us. I remember the cheers
we heard in the distance, growing like a giant billow as the troops
approached us. I remember the company of Englishmen with their
round, flat helmets and their inimitable smiles when they heard us
pronouncing an elongated and accentuated “Tip-per-ra-ry.” I also
remember the detachment of Senegalese and the astonishment with
which we greeted them and followed them with our gaze, so that
we forgot the words of the “Marseillaise” and were just making
sounds at random, until Soloveanu came up behind us and tapped
us on the shoulders with his baton, as if trying to waken us from a
dream.

14 r ’

It was another long and severe winter. But this time we did not
have to rise at dawn and stand in line for bread. We drank tea with
the dry biscuits Father had brought and trudged off to school
through drifts of snow. Moisescu was teaching us botany now. He
.came with the microscope and made each of us look at a grain of
pollen or a cross-section of a pistil or a stamen. One day I discovered
in the window of a bookstore his Vegetal Physiology, and I bought it.

- I read it almost in a frenzy, but I don’t think I understood a great

deal. Now I awaited spring with great impatience so I could go look-
ing for plants and set up my own herbarium.

But before spring came, something else happened: I discovered a
new game. At school, several of us would come with such and such
a book and propose to exchange it for another. The game quickly
captivated me because of the innumerable surprises to which it gave
rise. It was like having visits of a mobile library: I discovered all
sorts of books. I especially liked the little volumes from Biblioteca
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pentru toti (Everyone’s Library) and Minerva; there was everything
from Darwin’s The Origin of the Species to Silvio Pellico’s Le mie pri-
gioni (My Imprisonment). It was my great discovery of that winter
that there was available to me a great number of books on all man-
ner of topics—above all, foreign, exotic books written by authors I
had never heard of—from which I could learn all sorts of things
about other worlds and people in faraway places: not only the books
of Camille Flammarion or Victor Anestin about astronomy and the
mysteries of the universe, but also the worlds of Tolstoy and Gorki,
* the characters of Balzac, of strange people who have lost their shad-
ows or have traveled to the moon or have spoken with the dead.

Before I realized what was happening, I found I had become
interested not only in the natural sciences but also in all these new
universes that the foreign literature, biographies, and popular books
revealed to me. I came to read a book a day, but I soon discovered
that at this pace I should never be able to finish. Every morning I
was tempted by three or four volumes, and in order to be able to
borrow them I had to bring to school at least as many to exchange. I
had bought books before, but only after I became caught up in this
new game did I begin to sense the advantages of having a library.
Only that way could I choose any volume I wished and read every-
thing that tempted me. That winter of 1919 there were precious few
books in the bookstores, and the dealers in second-hand books with
whom I was then acquainted bought and sold school texts primar-
ily. That is why, while making the rounds of the bookstores, I
would buy any cheap book, even if I didn’t understand the title
very well.

That winter the fear of frostbite kept me at home in the attic all
the time. Since my father’s return, only we children continued to
live in the garret, so I was not constantly supervised as before. I
could read to my heart’s content. As a precaution, I always kept a
school textbook open in front of me. When I heard footsteps on the
'wooden staircase I hid the book I was reading and pretended to be
doing my homework. Father would come in from time to time, put
on his glasses, pick up the book and read the title aloud, in order to
convince himself that it was a serious schoolbook and that I was not
wasting my time with something else, He knew, of course, that I
had a “library,” because I had neatly arranged the seventy or eighty
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volumes on a shelf, but I had persuaded him that I read them only
during my spare time. _

Little by little I obtained permission to read even at night. I had
a work table and a large lamp with a shade, but because my eyes
still watered and I could never find glasses that fit me, my father
had bought me a blue bulb. Someone had told him that a blue light
is less tiring for the eyes. At first the light was so weak that after
about half an hour of reading my eyes would blur and begin to
water. But after a while the bulb lost its color and the light became
tolerable. I was allowed to read until 11:00 PM., but every time Fa-
ther would come to turn out the light, he would find me working
some math problem or writing a theme for the next day (because I
would start my homework only a few minutes before eleven), so he
would have to allow me half an hour more! But oftentimes he
would not come up to check on whether or not I had gone to bed,
and then I would continue to read until overcome by sleep.

"That year, 1918-1919, 1 had a different teacher for Romanian,
Mazilu. We all liked him from the start because he was so droll. He
liked to read our compositions out loud and make amusing com-
ments on them. He lectured us constantly about literature and
urged us to read the Romanian classics “to enrich the mind and the
vocabulary,” as he had the habit of saying. In March he gave us a
topic for a composition to be written at home: “How have I sensed
the coming of spring?”

This time I didn’t postpone the writing of the paper until the last
moment. I began writing early in the afternoon and I did not stop
until Mother called me from the bottom of the stairway to come to
dinner. There were about twenty notebook pages, and I had written
them with a strange, hitherto unknown joy, as if I had suddenly
awakened in one of those worlds of the books I had been reading—
the only real and meaningful worlds for me. I felt as though I were
writing like one of those true authors—those we had not yet studied
at school—and as though I were writing for someone like myself to
read, not for a teacher or for a grade.

Mazilu had the habit of looking at us directly and pleasantly
while apparently trying to guess who would be the author of the
most picturesque text, the one that would give him the opportunity
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to correct us while making a lot of jokes that would throw the class
into convulsions. He would select several notebooks, return to his
desk, and begin to read. I don’t know how I knew it, but I was sure
that this time he would choose mine. I looked at him with the smile
of an accomplice. Probably this audacious act made me blush, be-
cause after hesitating a moment in front of a neighboring desk he
turned and asked for my notebook.

I recollect only vaguely that first lucky composition. I only know
that I related how, one day at the beginning of March, I had fallen
asleep while looking at a few snowflakes on my attic window sill. I
had witnessed then a number of fantastic happenings: how the gyp-
sies who had gone to gather snowbells in the forest were caught by
a snowstorm, and how each had taken shelter under a tree and had
become one with the bark of the tree. I described the battle that
followed between the rear guards of winter—creatures of hoarfrost,
with cheeks of ice and long, transparent fingers like stalactites—and
those first spies of spring who struggled to make their way up
through the snow from subterranean realms. They emerged into the
light one after another, half men, half flowers, with fingers of snow-
bells. They were blowing continually on the melting snow and
whistling: “Where is the North-Wind Emperor? Where is the North-
Wind Emperor? If I could embrace him once, only once!”

After reading the first page, Mazilu raised his eyes from the
notebook and asked me, “From where did you copy this?” When I
started to protest he added, “I mean, what inspired you? What
book?” I reddened and shrugged helplessly. Mazilu discerned my
embarrassment and resumed his reading with a curious smile on his
face. From time to time, in order to avoid leaving the impression
that this was a masterpiece, he pointed out an adjective that was too
harsh and interrupted his reading to explain that I had made an
error. But when he finished, he looked me straight in the eye and
said, “Bravo! I'm obliged to give you an Al”

It was my first victory: the acknowledgment, in front of the
whole class, that I was no longer last year’s failure in Romanian
literature. Apparently, Mazilu was so surprised by my story that he
talked about it in the faculty office, because at the end of recess
Moisescu came to me and asked for my notebook. He wanted to
read for himself about my oneiric adventures with the North-Wind
Emperor and all those other characters that I have long since forgot-
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ten. It was a real triumph, and one that I related in great detail as
soon as I arrived home; but I don’t know if I succeeded in overcom-
ing the reserve and skepticism of my parents. (My father said that
he would let himself be convinced only when he saw the A trans-
ferred onto my notebook—that is, at the end of the trimester!)

But for me that experience had far deeper consequences. I had
discovered that if I were “inspired,” I could write with the same
ease—although not with the same speed—with which a few years
before I had visualized on my inner screen the adventures of my
secret army. Several times since then I had tried to write, but after a
few pages I would find myself suddenly bored. I would read over
the last lines with consternation and disgust, then furiously tear the
pages out of the notebook, crumple them, and throw them into the
fire. Now I seemed to have discovered the secret: I could write well
only if I were “inspired.” And I knew what that meant: it was like a
kind of pleasant narcosis that I sensed penetrating my whole being,
until I was left gazing fixedly upon an object or a point on the wall
opposite for uncounted minutes that passed without my feeling
their duration; I sensed only that I had passed into another space,
somewhere close by, right in front of me, where those events that I
was to relate were taking place. I knew now from experience that 1
must not begin to write until this reverie had attained an almost
unbearable intensity and beatitude. Then I would dip my pen deep-
ly into the ink and start to write.

Sometimes this unnatural enchantment would become deeper as
I continued writing. In the majority of instances, however, the “in-
spiration” lasted an hour or two, then faded, suffering who knows
what incomprehensible transformations, until it disappeared entire-
ly, leaving me frustrated and depressed. I could not recover it again
until the next day or several days later, while rereading certain lines
that I knew I liked, and which I felt certain were perfect.

That spring I began to write stories regularly. Their themes I
recall only vaguely now. I know only that almost all of them were
fantasies. One of them began something like this: Today I met God
on the street. He wanted to make himself a switch, He broke a
branch off a tree and asked me: “Do you happen to have a pocket-
knife?” But I don’t remember what came after that. The main
character of another story was a humble functionary in a small pro-
vincial town. He is uneducated, almost illiterate. One day he feels
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an impulse to write, and he writes several books, one after another.
He takes the manuscripts to the teacher of literature in the local
lycée. The teacher leafs through them, reads a paragraph or so here
and there, and then asks him, “Whatever possessed you to copy all
these famous books—Madame Bovary, The Kreutzer Sonata, etc.?” The
young man swears he had never heard of those books, that he does
not like to read literature, and that he wrote without knowing what
was happening to him. The teacher is skeptical. He advises him to
try something else, a play for instance. A few weeks later the man
returns with two more manuscripts. They are The Barber of Seville
and The Sunset by Delovrancea.

Sometimes my inspiration came from my father’s war stories.
But I chose to write exclusively about strange, mysterious happen-
ings. I remember that I wrote a long novella on the subject of a
brilliant officer who had been ordered to blow up a bridge. He
waits, hidden among the reeds, in water up to his knees. He does
not explode the dynamite until the first German troops are on the
bridge; then he tries to slip away stealthily through the swamp. But
after the explosion he hears something fall with a heavy splash just
ahead of him in the water, and he stops in his tracks, transfixed.
After a few seconds he gropes around in the water, finds the object,
and lifts it up. It is the head of a young soldier, blown off just under
the chin, looking at him wide-eyed as though surprised to meet him
there. Long after midnight the officer succeeds in reaching his unit
in a half-deserted village. Exhausted, he throws himself on the bed
and falls asleep. But soon he is awakened by a loud knocking at the
door. He thrusts his hand under the pillow, finds his revolver, and
fires all the bullets at what he thinks is the head of that German
soldier. At least, this is his testimony when he is brought before the
court-martial. Actually, it had been an orderly. The order had been
given to evacuate the village and he had come to waken him. The
orderly, too, had died with his eyes open, with an expression of
great surprise on his face. :

I copied these stories into a thick notebook on the cover of which
I inscribed: Nowvellas and Tales, Vol. I. I did not doubt that some day I
should be able to publish them, and that there would even be sever-
al volumes. But literature constituted only a part, and not the most
important part, of my production. I could write literature only in
hours of “inspiration.” But I had discovered that in the remainder of
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the time I could write other things: for instance, résumés of books I
had read, or critical presentations of scientific theories, or detailed
descriptions of the animals and plants I collected, observed, and
studied. I had all sorts of notebooks: on plant morphology, on ento-
mology, on résumés of evolutionary theories, and others. To differ-
entiate them from school copybooks, which seemed cold and imper-
sonal to me, I used the notebooks my father made for me from
unlined, better-grade paper, sewn together with white thread and
bound with various colored covers. In subsequent years the number
of notebooks was to grow considerably because I gradually became
enthusiastic about new subjects: physics, chemistry, the Orient, oc-
cult sciences, philosophy. I kept them all. By the end of my lycée
years I had filled a footlocker with them.

That year I passed the grade without failing a single subject. My
father seemed rather pleased with me, because he believed I was
destined to become a great pianist. That summer we spent at Sicele,
one of the Seven Villages near Bragov. Our villa at Tekirghiol was
too dilapidated to be inhabitable. What a thrill when I first crossed
the Carpathians and discovered the mountains, Transylvania, and
rural life! We lived in a clean, sunny house with a family who had a
swarm of children. Among them was a girl a few years older than I
She was blond, freckled, and bore the fragrance of milk and hay.
I've never forgotten her, because she had a crush on Nicu and kept
trying to kiss him. Once, when the three of us were sitting on a
haystack and she was caressing his hair, she said, “How I love boys
with hair like the raven’s feather!” I smiled skeptically. It was im-
possible for me to believe her. I had known since the days when I
had heard my first fairy tales that Prince Charming was always
blond. Though I was a redhead in those days, I considered myself
closer to Prince Charming than Nicu was. Deep down I had long
pitied him for having been born with dark hair. I thought that no
one would ever fall in love with him and that when the time came,
all the girls would be attracted to me, because I was blond. Besides, I
believed myself to be quite handsome. I knew very well that I had
small, nearsighted eyes, and I wore wire-rimmed glasses, but I con-
sidered that this gave me a touch of distinguished severity, that it
announced my future as a scientist: a great doctor, for instance, or a

‘naturalist.

At last, seeing how passionately our host’s daughter was caress-
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ing Nicu, I could no longer restrain myself and I told her what I
thought, namely that she was making a mistake. I made it clear that
I was glad she liked my brother so much, whom I also loved, but
that she was wrong in praising his dark hair. Boys with dark hair
are, as a matter of fact, ugly, and consequently later on they will all
be unlucky and no one will love them. The really handsome one,
the one who deserved to be loved, I said, is I, because I am blond
like Prince Charming!

The girl listened to me at first with moderate interest, but very
soon she burst into laughter, and she laughed long and hard until
the tears streamed down her cheeks. I still believed she was joking,
and I smiled. But eventually, after hearing her describe the differ-
ence between boys with hair “black as the raven’s feather” and the
“faded ones,” like herself and me, the blonds and the redheads, I
became convinced that she was serious and it made me sad. A
whole world of values began to crumble. I understood that having
been born looking very nearly like Prince Charming was not con-
sidered by everyone as an exceptional gift. You could be judged
ugly, or you could pass unobserved, even though you resembled a
fairy-tale hero.

A few years later I began to think of myself as truly ugly. And
probably I was—due to the transformations of puberty, my myopia,

and the regulations of the Lycée Spiru-Haret: close<cropped hair,

thicker and thicker lenses, a face covered with pimples and a downy
reddish beard. But I saw myself even more ugly than I was, and this
explained a number of my ideas and some of my behavior at that
time: I wanted to isolate myself at all costs, to be “le veuf, l'inconsole,”
to know absolute loneliness. This happened around 1922-1923,
when I was writing Romanul adolescentului miop (The Novel of the
Nearsighted Adolescent). . '

The revelation that the daughter of our host had made to me,
quite unintentionally, did not spoil the joys of that summer vacation
at Sacele. I would set out each morning with a book and some boxes
for insects, examine the osiers near the stream, climb through rasp-
berry bushes looking for Cetonia aurata, linger for hours over an ant
colony, or lie in wait for lizards and snakes. I read without plan,
whatever fell into my hands. I had brought with me two volumes of
Fabre’s Souvenirs entomologiques, and 1 began to translate several
chapters. I learned by heart the Dictionary of Medicinal Plants by
Zaharia Pantu. I made plans for short stories.
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In that autumn of 1919 I entered the third year of lycée and
began to study physics, while Nicu started chemistry. I liked phys-
ics, especially since the year before I had learned already the rudi-
ments from Nicu's textbook and with his help. But chemistry fasci-
nated me as no other science had before—so much so that I believed
I had found my true vocation. In the course of the school year,
1919-1920, I made myself a laboratory. In the beginning it was a
rather modest affair in the loft beside our attic rooms. On a table
with a metal top I set up a retort, a dozen test tubes, an alcohol
lamp, and a few bottles of “substances.” When school friends would
drop in, I would show them a few classical experiments: phospho-

. rus burning with a sizzle when dropped into water, the mysterious

transformations of burning sulfur, and so on. The following year
when it came our turn to study chemistry, some of my fellow stu-
dents tried to imitate me and they, too, improvised laboratories. We
would take turns gathering in one another’s homes and perform
experiments, beginning with those in the fourth year textbook and
going on to those in more technical volumes. The teacher of physics
and chemistry, Voitinovici, soon observed how enthusiastic I was
and how much I knew for my age, and he entrusted to me the key
to the school laboratory. I went there whenever I could in the after-
noons, alone or with one of my classmates, and attempted all sorts
of experiments.

Through my interest in chemistry I became friends with several
of my new classmates. Cirpigteanu was, like myself, both a pianist
and a lover of chemistry. At that time he was a handsome, though
pale boy, with a broad forehead. He wore the bitter, melancholic
smile of one who suffers from a chronic disease (he was afflicted
with coxalgia). He was the only one who had put together a decent
lab, and he majored in chemistry almost until the end of baccalaure-
ate studies. Then he left for France to study medicine, and I never
heard from him again. With Dinu Sighireanu I had become friends
the previous year, but the laboratory drew us closer together. Soon,
however, Dinu gave up chemistry and he passed along to me every-
thing that remained usable from his lab. But he continued to be
interested in insects, and from his family estate in Ialomita, near the
village of Sighireni, he would bring me each autumn rare butterflies
and strange coleoptera. I was to become even closer to Dinu in the
last years of lycée when the two of us discovered many new authors
in his sister’s library. And several times I was to spend unforgetta-
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ble weeks at his place in the country. But concerning Dinu, as well
as other friends, I shall write in greater detail further on.

Finally, due indirectly to chemistry, I was to find in those years a
new friend, Mircea Mdrculescu, and a new passion, Balzac. Attracted
by the scientific interest of the subject, I had read La Recherche de
l'absolu. Marculescu, who did not like chemistry but was a fan of
Balzac, lent me La Peau de chagrin. Enthused, I next reread Le Pere
Goriot and immediately afterward Gobseck, and thus I discovered the
reappearance of characters, a method that delighted me. Together
with Marculescu, I started going through new and used bookstores
looking for volumes by Balzac. What joy when we came upon His-
toire des Treize and La Cousine Bette, because in the first months we
had found only random volumes from Oeuvres pour la jeunesse, and
with all our enthusiasm we had been impressed only by Le Centen-
aire.

But these things happened two years later when I was, as they
say, “a published author.” '
’ 14 ’

I still remember very well my first published article: “The En-
emy of the Silkworm,” which appeared in Ziarul Stiintelor Populare

(The Newspaper of Popular Sciences) in the spring of 1921. I had

entered the fourth year of lycée and was living alone in my little
attic room, because Nicu had gone to attend military school at

Tirgu-Mures. I had spent the summer with the whole family at the -

half-rebuilt “Villa Cornelia” at Tekirghiol. I had been bored, having
come with few books; and after finishing them I sought desperately
for something to read—anything. In a closet I found Vasile Conta’s
Complete Works, and I stubbornly read through them all, without
always understanding them. The rest of the time I collected plants,
snails, and insects. I began writing a study about the fauna and flora
of Tekirghiol, which I later reworked and published in the winter of
1922 in Ziarul Stiintelor Populare.

I don’t know what made me choose as the subject of my very

first article the “enemy of the silkworm.” The subject did not par-
ticularly attract me, and at that time I knew enough about entomol-
ogy to have written something more significant. Probably I told my-
self that, since the subject had its practical aspect, it would have a
greater chance of being published. It was signed “Eliade Gh. Mir-
cea.” When I saw my name in print—in the abstract and again at
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the end of the article—my heart began to pound. All the way home
from the stand where I had bought the paper, it seemed to me that
everyone was looking at me. In triumph I showed it to my parents.
Mother pretended not to have time to read it. Probably she wanted
to savor it at leisure, the way I know she read some of my articles
later. But Father put on his glasses and read it on the spot (it was no
longer than a column). “It doesn’t have much value,” he said. “It’s a
patchwork.”

So it was, indeed. I tried to explain to him that in this article I
was not doing “science” but “popularization,” something just as im-
portant and necessary as original research. However, I don’t think I
convinced him.

A few months later Zigrul Stiinfelor Populare announced a contest
for lycée students. With great excitement I read the rules. It was
exactly what I had dreamed of doing: a scientific topic to be treated
in a literary fashion. I composed a brief fantasy entitled, “How I
Found the Philosopher’s Stone.” It began something like this: I am
in my laboratory, and for some reason or other I have fallen asleep
(but of course the reader didn’t know this, because I did not tell
him). There appears a strange character who talks to me about the
Philosopher’s Stone and assures me that it is no legend, that the
stone can be obtained if you know a certain formula. He tells me
about a lot of operations performed by famous alchemists, which he
has witnessed, and he proposes that we reconstruct the experiment
together. He has not convinced me, but I agree. The stranger mixes
different substances in a crucible, places it over the fire, then sprin-
kles some powder on it and exclaims: “Watch closely now! Watch!”
In truth, the substances in the crucible are transformed into gold
before my very eyes! In my excitement I make an abrupt gesture,
knocking the crucible to the floor. At that instant I awake and find
myself alone in the laboratory. But for a moment the dream seems
to have been a reality: a crucible really is lying on the floor, and
beside it is a piece of gold. Only after I pick it up do I realize that it
is pyrite or “fool’s gold.”

I never reread that story, but when I thought about it, decades
later, I realized that it was not without significance. When I wrote it
I was enthusiastic about chemistry and knew almost nothing about
alchemy. At that time I loved matter, I believed in it; I knew the
immediate utility of different substances, but I was also fascinated
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by the mystery of chemical structures, the countless combinations

possible among molecules. Not until several years later did I discov-
er, in the library of the King Carol I Foundation, Collection des an-

ciens alchimistes grecs by Marcellin Berthelot. Soon after that I felt
strongly attracted to alchemy, and since then I have never lost inter-
est in the subject. In 1924-1925 I published my first articles about
Alexandrian and Medieval alchemy in Ziarul $tiintelor Populare.
While studying at the university, I wrote to Prophulla Chandra Ray,
and he sent me from Calcutta his two volumes on Indian alchemy.

When I was in India (1928-1931), I collected a rich body of material

that I used in the series of articles first published in Vremea and
republished as a monograph, Alchimia Asiatici (Asian Alchemy), in
1935. Then followed Cosmologie i Alchimie Babiloniani (Babylonian
- Cosmology and Alchemy) in 1937, Metallurgy, Magic, and Alchemy
in 1938, and The Forge and the Crucible (Forgerons et Alchimistes) in
1956—this last book resuming and developing the themes of the
earlier works. At that time I knew nothing about Jung’s researches. I
tried to demonstrate, nevertheless, that alchemy was not a rudimen-
tary chemistry, a “pre-chemistry,” but a spiritual technique, seeking
something entirely different from the conquest of matter; seeking, at
bottom, the transmutation of man: his “salvation” or liberation.

What I wouldn't give to be able to read that story again now, to
find out what that mysterious character revealed to me, what alche-
mistic operations he had witnessed! I had found, in dreams, the Phi-
losopher’s Stone. Only decades later was I to understand, after hav-
ing read Jung, the meaning of that oneiric symbolism.

’ ’ 4

My story received first prize and was published at the end of
1921. From that time on, I felt that I was really an author. The prize
was 100 lei, or about $20.00. On my way to collect it I met Professor
Dan Dimiu, the managing editor of Ziarul Stiintelor Populare. He
congratulated me and asked me to contribute regularly to the re-
view. I had—practically in a finished state—a number of articles
about various insects, which I had entitled “Entomological Conver-
sations.” I began submitting them and they appeared regularly for
several years. As I have not reread them since, I am not aware of
how “original” my entomological contributions were. I had studied
from cover to cover the books of Brehm and Fabre, and I had made
a number of observations for myself. I had seen through Moisescu’s
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microscope all that could be seen concerning the anatomy and
physiology of insects. Ever since I had set up an aquarium, I had
spent many hours setting down in a notebook observations concern-
ing the behavior of Nepa cineraria. Nevertheless, a few years later
when I abandoned entomology once and for all, I realized rather
sadly that I had discovered nothing really new or previously unob-
served by others with respect to all those creatures I had propagat-
ed, watched over, and loved so many years.

But then again, perhaps there were indeed things that only I had

- seen. In any event, during that year, 1921-1922, I wrote, using sever-

al notebooks, The Travels of the Five Cockchafers in the Land of the Red
Ants, a sort of adventure novel in which I mixed entomology with
humor and fantasy. What excited me most in the writing of it was
describing the various places in the way the cockchafers saw them
while passing through them or flying over them. It was, as a matter
of fact, an imaginary microgeography, which I created as I went
along. I discovered a paradoxical dream world that was at the same
time both larger and smaller than our world of everyday. I sensed
how the little stone becomes as large and cold as a boulder to the
cockchafer which bumps against it. But a few seconds later, when
the beetle flies away, the “boulder” becomes for him just a pebble
again—that is, according to the scale of my eyes, something no big-
ger than a grain of sand.

I no longer remember whether or not I ever finished the tale of
the travelers in the land of the red ants. But before I took full leave
of entomology (in 1923-1924), I decided to develop several previous-
ly published articles about bees, hornets, and ants, and collect them
in a little volume for Biblioteca pentru toti. I wrote to the Alcalay
Publishing House without, of course, mentioning the fact that I was
a lycée pupil, asking them if they would be interested in such a
book. Very soon I received a post card inviting me to submit the
manuscript. With the very best handwriting of which I was capable,
I transcribed the text into two thick notebooks. Not for a single mo-
ment did I think that they might guess my age from my immature
script. And because I did not dare send the notebooks by mail, I
asked one of my friends, Radu Bossie, to deliver them directly into
the hands of the managing editor.

I waited for him impatiently, pacing back and forth on the
sidewalk a few doors from the Alcalay offices. “What did he say?” I
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asked. “He said, “All right, leave the notebooks here—to be exam-
ined.””

I never heard anything more about them. But I was soon con-
soled. A few years later I should have been chagrined to have seen
in some window a little book by myself on the subject of bees, hor-
nets, and ants. I was a university student then, and I wanted to
publish other kinds of books—and above all, Romanul adolescentului

miop.

4. The Temptations of the
Nearsighted Adolescent

IN THE autumn of that year, 1921, I entered the fifth year of lycée. I
had completed the gymnasium, and having passed the so-called “ex-
amination of ability,” I began the upper-level course. At that time
the advanced course was divided into three areas: “Real,” which
included a considerable amount of mathematics and no Latin;
“Modern,” with very little mathematics and considerable Latin; and
“Classic,” without mathematics, but with Latin and Greek. Con-
vinced that I would major in the physical sciences in the university,
I chose Real. But it didn’t take me long to realize that I was mistaken
and had been wrong in my choice. I had given up Latin and espe-
cially the Latin teacher, Nedelea Locusteanu, whom I greatly ad-
mired because he taught us history, literature, and philosophy in
addition to grammar and vocabulary, and he talked to us in class

“about Pythagoras and Omar Khayyam, Novalis and Leonardo da

Vinci. I had chosen mathematics, which interested me only sporadi-

«cally. But I knew that without a background in math, I could never

become a good chemist.

It so happened, however, that I did not get along very well with
the mathematics instructor, Banciu. Everyone—teachers, pupils, and
parents alike—considered Banciu a model teacher. They had a say-
ing: “It is impossible not to understand it when Banciu explains it to
you!” I knew this also. Every time I heard him teach, not only did I
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understand, but I felt a fascination for mathematics. But as it always
happened with me, when something interested me—a book begun
at home and unfinished, an article that I was getting ready to write,
a plot for a novella—I could not listen to the teacher’s explanations.
First I tried to see if I could skip class without being missed. When 1
saw that would be unwise, I stayed for the lectures, but did not
listen. Most of the time I managed to continue my reading without
the teacher’s noticing it.

Once he called me to the blackboard, and when he saw I didn't
know how to solve the problem, he thought I hadn’t understood.
He explained all over again, just for me, what he had explained a
few sessions earlier. He became convinced then that I was capable
of understanding if I paid attention, and he began to take special
notice of me. Soon afterward he caught me reading Le Rouge et le
noir during class. He gave me an F, confiscated my book, and
warned me that if he caught me reading again he would suspend
me for a week. I thought he was joking. But some time later Banciu
caught me again—and he kept his promise. Not only did he give me
an F and suspend me, but he called me to the faculty office and
slapped me a couple of times.

This happened in the spring of 1922. I was fifteen, and I knew
now what humiliation and hatred meant. Those slaps created an
unbridgeable gulf between us. In vain did Banciu try to be amiable
and friendly when I returned to school after a week. I locked my
feelings inside and became like a block of stone. But during that
week: I had gone through the whole algebra textbook, and I had
solved a number of problems. When next he called me to the black-
board, Banciu was so surprised he was ready to congratulate me.
Probably he told himself that I had taken to heart the lesson he had
given me. But he was mistaken. The fact was, I had broken com-
pletely with mathematics. I continued to study out of fear, and espe-
cially just before examinations, but I never became a good mathema-
tician. Because Banciu kept threatening to fail me, saying that if I
didn’t study for the make-up examination he would have me repeat
the grade no matter how brilliant 1 was in other subjects (referring
to physical sciences and natural sciences), mathematics soon became
a real terror. However, I managed to pass every subject that year
and the next. But in view of the discoveries I had made during those
two years, I knew that I would not major in chemistry at the uni-
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versity, so I decided in the seventh year to switch over to “Modern.”
In the middle of that year, after a short preparation, I took an ex-
amination with Locusteanu and was transferred to the Modern divi-
sion. When we said goodbye, Banciu told me: “After two years of
Real you'll be, undoubtedly, the best mathematician among your
Latinists. Don’t forget that math is taught in Modern too, although
only one hour a week. If you don’t work up to your best, Ill fail
you!”

And he kept his promise this time also..

I see myself in the attic during those years, seated at the wooden
table covered with blue paper. I see the lamp with the white shade,
beneath which I kept pushing the book farther and farther, the
more my eyes blurred and the more difficult it became to make out
the letters. Those were the days of the “galloping myopia,” as one of
the oculists I was seeing at the time called it. The diopters were
growing more rapidly than he could change the lenses. There was,
the doctor said, only one solution: not to tire my eyes by reading too
much by lamplight. But how could I (or anyone) have spared my
eyes at a time when almost every week I was discovering a new
author, other worlds, other destinies? I tried, nevertheless, to protect
myself, reading without glasses, with my chin right against the
book, by closing first one eye and then the other or pushing the
glasses down on my nose, or by changing the light bulb—first blue,
then white, now weak, now very strong. And when my eyes wa-
tered and became totally blurred, I would go to the next room and
rinse them with cold water. Then I would lie stretched out on the
bed with my eyes closed, trying not to think about anything.

In memory I see the bed—a wooden one, painted red. Above it,
fastened tight to the wall, the glass-topped box in which I kept the
most beautiful coleopteras and several large butterflies with im-
maculate wings. On the wall opposite, a bookcase that my father
had made out of boards. By the sixth year I had already accumulated
about five hundred books, most of them from Biblioteca pentru tofi,
Minerva, and Lumea. But there were also some more valuable vol-
umes: Souvenirs entomologiques by ]. H. Fabre, Die Insekten by Brehm,
treatises on chemistry, “classics” of transformism, and almost all
that I could find from Bibliothéque scientifigue, volumes with red cov-
ers from Flammarion, and Bibliothéque philosophique by Felix Alcan.
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Every week Mother would give me a small sum of pocket money,
but she never refused me when I would tell her I wanted to buy
myself a rather expensive book. Often she asked me not to say any-
thing about it to my father. The war had impoverished them, and in
order to.be able to keep us in school they had rented out almost the
whole house. The first tenants were two French teachers, members
of the Cultural Mission. Later there were some Hungarian employ-
ees of a Transylvanian firm, and finally we rented to the Italo-
Romanian Chamber of Commerce. This was how I came to know
Giovanni Costa at the very time I was studying Italian. Thanks to
him, I was able to order all the Italian books I thought I needed.
' 14 4

I had the attic all to myself now, and it was filled with my
things. Between the bed and the desk was a small stand where I
kept collections of periodicals: Ziarul Stiintelor Populare, Revista Mu-
zicald, Orizontul, and others. To prevent the wind from blowing
them away when the windows were open, I put on top of them the
most beautiful specimens from my geological collection: a piece of
iron pyrite, one of granite, and fragments of stalactites. Above the
stand I had pinned to the wall copies of Egyptian tomb frescoes,
executed in different colors of ink: vestiges of the enthusiasm with
which I had read the books of Maspero and Alexandre Moret. Un-
der the stand was a little brown box in which I kept correspondence
from friends, filled notebooks, and at the very bottom, camouflaged
so my father wouldn't find it—The Journal.

I don’t remember now how I started to write my journal. At
first, in 1921, I recorded only what I was working on and how long
I had worked every day: how many hours I had spent in the labora-
tory or with insects and plants, and how many hours I had devoted
to reading, plus the titles of the books read and short commentaries
on them. Soon after, I began to set down observations about my
teachers and friends. But I wasn’t content with that: I attempted to
reproduce conversations verbatim, to describe in detail certain hap-
penings from school or parties (starting in the sixth year we began
to hold parties at the homes of different students, where we met
girls of our own age). In time I came to write ten to fifteen pages
about a single party, trying to reproduce dialogues with as much
fidelity as possible, using expressions characteristic of each person.
When I began Romanul adolescentului miop 1 used many of these
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pages. For instance, in describing our society, the Muse, I directly
transcribed whole passages. Eventually, during the final two years
of lycée, the journal became the confidant of all my attacks of mel-
ancholy, and it is likely that these excesses of lyricism and lamenta-
tion came one day to disgust me, so that I abandoned the journal. I
did not resume it again until the summer of 1928, a little while
before leaving for India. '

I wrote in my diary mostly at night, sometimes long past mid-
night, when I was sure my father would not be coming to check on
me. From the fifth year on, until I had completed my university
studies, I accustomed myself to sleeping less and less. Sometimes
three or four hours per night sufficed. I arrived at this point only
after a long process of self-discipline. For several months I would go
to bed each night a few minutes later than on the previous night,
and I would set the alarm one minute earlier. When I had succeeded
in robbing sleep of one hour, I would call a halt and not change the
alarm for a few weeks. Then I would start the whole procedure
again, limiting my allowance of sleep by one or two minutes every
night.

I can’t say that it was easy. Sometimes, when I went on reading
until after 2:00 A.M., I could not fall asleep and kept tossing in bed.
But I forced myself not to take these periods of insomnia into ac-
count, and I continued counting the hours and minutes allotted for
sleeping from the moment I turned off the light and went to bed,
even if I was still awake an hour or two later. At other times I
would be sleepy after lunch, especially during the summer, and if I
saw that all the coffee I drank and all the cold water I splashed on
my face had no effect, I would lie down for half an hour with the
alarm clock at the head of the bed. But I wouldn’t forget to subtract
half an hour from my sleep that night!

Eventually, I accustomed myself to a ration of four hours, and
even if I had wished I would not have been able to sleep more.
Later, when in addition to the endless reading and hours of writing
there were also the other excesses of youth, I sometimes experienced
curious blackouts, which frightened me terribly. I still remember
two of those incidents, undoubtedly brought on by overwork. One
night (I believe I was in the seventh year of lycée) I undressed, set
the alarm for five, and went to bed. A few minutes later I awoke to
find myself fully clothed, seated at my desk, with a book open in
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front of me. I was unable to remember anything—even whether or
not I had been reading. I looked at my watch and saw that it was
past three. The second scare of this kind happened to me when I
was a university student. I suddenly came to my senses outside my
house, on the street, without being able to figure out what I was
doing there, whether I was going out or coming home. I could not
even clearly remember my name or who I was! It was an afternoon
in July, unspeakably hot. I recognized the house, however, and had
enough strength to climb up to the attic, which at that hour was like
an oven. I threw myself naked on the bed and slept until late in the
evening. I had locked the door and I was awakened by my father’s
loud knocking. He had come to see what was wrong, since I had not
appeared for supper.

Such accidents, although rather rare, really frightened me. I
didn’t tell anyone about them, but they worried me. The last inci-
dent of this sort happened to me in Calcutta, also on a terribly hot

 day.
’ ’ ’

I was forced to resort to such measures. I had a great need for
“time”—not only to be able to cope with the reading of all the
books that had piled up on my desk and shelves, but especially
because, besides the journal and the many other notebooks in which
I had come to write daily (résumés, critiques, articles), I had begun a
fantasy novel projected with gigantic dimensions: Memoriile unui
soldat de plumb (Memories of a Lead Soldier). I worked at this novel
for some two years, in the fifth and sixth classes; and when I finally
broke it off, I copied neatly in several notebooks those portions that
I considered the more successful and gave them to certain friends to
read. (Some years later, when I lent the entire manuscript to a
friend, he failed to return it.) It was a novel of reckless proportions,
encompassing not only global history but also the whole history of
the Cosmos, from the beginning of our galaxy to the formation of
the earth, the origin of life, and the appearance of man!

So far as I can remember, it began like this: a Boy Scout—that is,
myself—is in a terrible train wreck at Valea Larga. At the moment
of the crash, the Scout hides his head in fear inside his knapsack,
and due to this instinctive gesture he escapes unharmed. Inside his
bag he was carrying a lead soldier, one of the many lead soldiers
with which he had played as a child and which he now as a teen-
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ager kept as a sort of “good luck charm.” In that endless moment of
the crash, the Boy Scout listens to the protracted, interminable life
story of the lead soldier, told by that talisman itself! For the particles

“of lead out of which the toy soldier was made had witnessed the

most important events of human history: the conquest of India by
the Aryans, the destruction of Nineveh, Cleopatra’s death, the cruci-
fixion of Christ, the devastation of Rome by Alaric, Mohammed’s
life, the Crusades, and so on, up to our own times, including such
recent events as the battle of Maragesti. But before history, the lead
(in gaseous form) had been part of various cosmic conflagrations
that had led to the formation of the solar system and the earth, and
it remembered countless missions of lifeless years, the appearance of
living creatures, combats between prehistoric monsters, and so on
until the coming of man and the inception of the first civilization.
It was a kaleidoscopic fresco made like a mosaic, in which I
wanted to include everything I thought I knew, everything I had
fed upon without always having digested from the cafeteria of my
readings. But this fantastic novel was pervaded by a certain pessi-
mism. Through the sarcasm attributed to the lead soldier I showed,
in fact, what ephemeral and inconstant beings people really are,
how quickly they forget, betray, and kill one another, and how
blind is the destiny that rewards undeserving individuals and medi-
ocre peoples, but destroys without a trace whole nations of heroes
(like the Getae, early inhabitants of what is now Romania, and so
many other prehistoric races) and truly great personalities. (One of
the theses of the novel was this very idea: that the true heroes, the
creative geniuses, and the authentic prophets never had the possi- -
bility of fulfilling their vocations, fate having paralyzed them or
eliminated them before their time.) The source of this pessimistic
vision of universal history (besides the melancholia caused by my

-having read about so many horrors and historical catastrophes, and

the biographies of several martyrs of thought such as Giordano Bru-
no or T. Campanella) were of course my own experiences. I now felt
superior to all my fellow students, if only because of the enormous
effort I had expended to broaden and deepen my education. And
yet, although I had been noticed by a few teachers, I had never
received a prize, not even in biology or physical science, and at the
end of every year I anxiously read the list of students who had
passed their courses, to see if my name was there.
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But there was something else besides that. I was now in the
midst of a “puberty crisis.” I found myself each morning uglier and
clumsier. Most of all I realized, when girls of my age were around,
how timid and unattractive I was compared with some of my
friends. This mental state, which began around the sixth year with
my Memoriile unui soldat de plumb, continued to worsen until I fin-
ished lycée. It was probably because of it that I was unable to com-
plete the novel. At a given moment I felt that I could no longer
write except in the first person, that any other kind of literature
except the directly or indirectly autobiographical had no meaning.
And so I began Romanul adolescentului miop.

14 4 4

From the first years of lycée, I had been friends with Dinu Sigh-

ireanu and Radu Bossie. Now, in the upper grades, Dinu had be-

come a handsome boy, dark, green-eyed, the heartache of many a -

girl. He liked French history, which he knew as none other in our
group, and also the books of Kipling. We met almost every day,
usually at my attic, which seemed to be the ideal gathering place for
my friends. During the last year in lycée as well as later, when I was
in the university, not a day passed without one or more of my
friends coming up, until I was forced to post a note on the door
specifying the times when I would welcome visitors.

Radu Bossie remained unchanged from the moment I met him
in the first years of lycée until his sudden, absurd death at age
twenty-three. He was the son of the famous prosecutor Bossie. His
mother, of English origin, was blond, beautiful, and eccentric; she
obtained a divorce and died soon after at a poor little rundown
country house. Radu was nearsighted like myself, and rather home-
ly with his thick lips and large bulbous nose, but he had a sense of
humor and an incomparable charm. He did not like to study, and in
the higher grades, when he was in danger of failing, he was sent to
a boarding school in Bragov. I was always glad to see him when he
came home on vacations. He was jovial, optimistic, and indifferent
to the boredoms of school life. Though he was almost cynical, he
possessed a great kindheartedness and he was a perfect friend. He
had great faith in my future as a scientist and read all my articles,
whereas Dinu Sighireanu, Haig Acterian, and Jean-Victor Vojen
were my literary confidants. After I had gone to India he stopped by
my home often to find out from my mother what I was doing. He
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would come with a large pack of cigarettes, accept coffee gladly, and
cheer up the whole house telling stories of his belated student life.

‘Then, one day, he went on business to Craiova, fell ill, and died a

few days later. I learned of it in November of 1930, in my little hut
at Svarga Ashram in the Himalayas. He was the first among us to
leave.

With Haig Acterian I became friends rather late, but the friend-

ship was one that continued and deepened, especially after universi-

ty years. In the first years we both “performed” in lycée shows—I
with some piano sonata and he, a precocious baritone, singing Le
Grenadier. Then, together with J-V. Vojen (with whom he attended
the Conservatory of Dramatic Art), he discovered his vocation as an
actor. Also in the lycée shows—held during the last years at the
National Theater—they both received leading roles in a comedy by
Valjean (in which I played the part of an under-commissar), and in
Sarmali, Friend of the People, by Nicolae Iorga.

Haig had a rather dark, swarthy complexion and an indolent,
Oriental kind of good looks; while Vojen was blond, and even dur- .
ing adolescence he rivaled Dinu Sighireanu in looks, elegance, and
success with the fairer sex. He told us about his father whom he had
never known, who had disappeared under mysterious circum-
stances, and whom he liked to imagine as a great adventurer, a
genuine Don Juan. To this group of friends was later added the tall,
proud, ironic Petre Viforeanu. Somehow he managed to be a prize
student without pedantry, being interested in many things at once:
literature, Latin, social life, and politics. He was the first person to
reveal to me what true ambition is, when he confessed one day that
he would consider himself a failure if by thirty he had not become a
university professor, by forty a deputy minister, and by age fifty
prime minister!

During the sixth year this group of friends, plus a few others,
began to get together on Sunday afternoons at the home of our
classmate Mircea Moschuna-Sion. A few girls came too, and in order
to distinguish these afternoon meetings from. ordinary social gather-
ings, we decided to establish a “cultural and artistic society” that we
named the Muse. The program was rather ambitious: lectures fol-
lowed by discussions, “concerts,” and—above all—dramatic per-
formances. One of our first efforts was a fragment from Don Juan by
Victor Eftimiu, in which I had the role of a monk and Vojen that of
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Don Juan. I also played the piano on several occasions: Rachmani-
noff, Grieg, Debussy. But I never consented to play any arias from
Tomiris, the “opera” I was writing at that time, about which only a
few friends knew anything. My “opera” was, as a matter of fact, a
very ambitious project, and I progressed with it rather slowly. Since
writing out the score took too much time, I contented myself with
memorizing the melodies I composed; and inasmuch as my musical
memory was somewhat imperfect, these melodies were modified
from one working session to another.

I did, however, agree to give a lecture ‘about . .. the god Rama!
The documentary material I extracted entirely from a book I had
recently discovered, Les Grands initiés by Schuré. Knowing next to
nothing about ancient India, I believed that everything Schuré said
was true. (And great was my surprise and fury upon learning soon
afterward that it was a case of a “mystical” story that Schuré himself
had invented! I think that at that time there arose within me a mis-
trust of dilettantes, a fear of letting myself be duped by an amateur,
an increasingly insistent desire to go directly to the sources, to con-
sult exclusively the works of specialists, to exhaust the bibliogra-
phy.) The lecture was long, prolix, probably pretentious, and I re-
member only that the small group of boys and girls listened to it
with amusement, mostly out of fear of being bored.

At the time when I was participating diligently and enthusiasti-
cally in the gatherings of our society, I had already begun to take
seriously my homeliness and my singularity—the latter largely
imagined. I was the only one who came to meetings of the Muse
wearing the school uniform; all the others had long ago started
wearing “civilian” clothes. I was the only one who didn’t try to
camouflage his short-cropped hair—on the contrary, I set the clip-
pers for the closest cut possible. I had recognized some time pre-
viously that, in the company of all my handsome friends, seldom
was a girl willing to talk with me. This fact had brought me suffer-
ing at first, but now it gave me great satisfaction, since it confirmed
my belief that I was hideous and repulsive. In vain did my friends
try to convince me of the contrary; I refused to listen to them. Dinu
Sighireanu pointed out to me that if I wouldn’t agree to grow a
beard, I should at least put some powder on my face (as he did) to
hide the freckles and pimples. Vojen was convinced that my heavy
eyebrows, broad forehead, and small ears made me, in my own
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way, a handsome boy, but he thought I needed to accentuate these
traits: I must, as he said, create a “type” for myself.

I felt, however, that it was not only a question of nearsighted-
ness and homeliness. Radu Bossie was just as nearsighted and per-
haps even homelier, and yet the girls sought his friendship, and at
our gatherings his exuberance was much appreciated. But, unlike
him and almost all iy other friends, I was timid and awkward with
girls. When I was left alone with one of them, I didn’t know what to
say. I didn’t know how to flirt. I had the impression that this activ-
ity called for a certain kind of person, like Vojen or Sighireanu, or at
least some sort of sharp, ironic conversation like Viforeanu’s, or the
humor of Bossie. In addition, I had a great shortcoming: I didn’t
know how to dance. Probably I could have learned, as did my fel-
low students and friends at our Sunday gatherings, if I hadn’t al-
ways volunteered to play for them to dance—fashionable foxtrots
and tangos. From then to the end of lycée, I was invited to all the
parties because I had proved myself the best and most indefatigable
pianist.

But, as I said, I took greater and greater pleasure in this situation,
which seemed to be an intrinsic part of my destiny as an exception-
al adolescent. I felt that all my social failures, like the humiliations I
suffered in school, were meant to isolate me from the world, to pre-
serve me exclusively for the “oeuvre” I was called to write—the first
item of which, most certainly, was to be Romanul adolescentului miop.

The “galloping myopia” coincided with my discovery of Balzac,
Voltaire, and Hasdeu—all of them prolific authors who fascinated
me particularly for their breadth and diversity. I read approximately
a book per day by Balzac. He became almost an obsession with Mir-
cea Mirculescu and me, and we advertised him and tried to con-
vince as many of our friends as possible to read him. We persuaded
Jean-Victor Vojen to do this for a few months. It was a sort of ritual:
during school recesses we discussed the latest discoveries, and we
tried, to the best of our abilities, to reconstitute the repertoire of
characters from La Comédie humaine. We reread some of the novels
that we hadn’t especially liked on first reading, only because we
didn’t remember exactly some response or observation of Horace
Bianchon. After we had exhausted our recent discoveries from used
bookstores or the libraries to which we had access, we would read
again each of our favorite books. I believe that during the lycée
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years alone I read five or six times Le Pére Goriot, the book which,
for me, has remained the most typical of Balzac’s style—one to

~ which I always returned with the same pleasure whenever, later on,
the passion for Balzac came over me. (The last time this happened
was in Paris in 1947, when I even began writing a biography of
Balzac that I carried down to 1829, the year of the publication of his
novel Les Chouans.) But what delighted me especially were his fanta-
sies (Séraphita, La Peau de chagrin, Le Centenaire) and the lesser-
known novellas (such as La Vie des martyrs and Les Proscrits). This
giant who moved in so many worlds captivated me; he was not
content to be “in the mainstream of current thought,” but he intro-
duced the androgyne into modern literature and invented a great
many mythologies pertaining to the “will” and “energy” of the man
of action. '

Voltaire attracted me at first because he wrote everything—nov-
els, pamphlets, historical monographs, letters, philosophy, and liter-
ary criticism—with the same unequaled perfection. I had read only
a few of Voltaire’s books when I bought at a used bookstore two
unrelated volumes from Bengesco’s Bibliographie. 1 skimmed over
them with great excitement and enthusiasm. Recorded there were
hundreds and hundreds of things of the greatest diversity—and this
corresponded exactly with my secret hope that I would be allowed
to write about a great many things, that I would not be forced to
limit myself to science, for instance, or literature or history. Voltaire
was my first encounter with an encyclopedist of genius, and 1 be-
lieve this was the reason I admired him: he confirmed my inclina-
tion to become a polyhistorian, he encouraged my dreams of a uni-
versal spirit. But, in fact, I never became a “Voltairian.” And when I
discovered other “universal” authors, especially Papini, and later
Goethe and Leonardo da Vinci, I ceased to read him.

Hasdeu fascinated me because of his vast learning and his daring
hypotheses concerning history. I had read him at the library of the
King Carol I Foundation, but in the seventh year, when I an-
nounced that I wished to lecture on him before the class, Nanul
gave me an introductory note to one of the librarians at the Roma-
nian Academy. I went there one afternoon, and although I was
wearing my school uniform I was admitted to the reading room of
the Academy. In this way I was able to learn at firsthand about
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works from Hasdeu’s youth, in particular the study that impressed
me so much, Perit-au Dacii? (Did the Dacians Disappear?). I then
wrote a long dissertation, which I read in two class sessions. From
that manuscript 1 extracted my first articles about Hasdeu, pub-
lished in Universul literar, Foaia Tinerimii, and Cuvéntul. Since then,
my admiration for Hasdeu’s genius has never ceased. From 1934 to
1937, when I was Nae Ionescu’s assistant in the Faculty of Letters, I
spent many afternoons at the library of the Romanian Academy
working on a critical edition of his writings, and in the spring of
1937 the Royal Foundations published in two volumes: Scrieri liter-
are, morale gi politice de B. P. Hasdeu. The edition was far from per-
fect, but at that time there was no other, nor has a better one been
published since.

Beginning in 1922 there appeared in Ziarul Stiintelor Populare,
next to “Entomological Conversations,” a series of sketches under
the title, “From the Notebook of a Boy Scout.” I do not think they
were well-written, but they had a sentimental value for me. The
series was a sort of fictionalized journal of my excursions in the
Carpathians, to the monasteries in Prahova and Moldavia, and of
my travels in Bukovina and Transylvania. I had become a Boy Scout
at the ideal moment in my life. My bent for “adventure,” satisfied
for so many years on the streets and vacant tracts of Bucharest with
ruffians and ragamuffins, had now found an outlet that allowed it
to become disciplined and at the same time deepened. When I dis-
covered that, as a Scout, I could wander for days through valleys
and mountains without my parents’ considering it to be “bumming
around,” I knew that I had discovered the key to freedom. All I had
to do was to announce that our group was planning a new excur-
sion of three or four days or a week, and Mother would ask how
much money I needed!

In fact, my parents were delighted that I had become a Boy
Scout. Mother especially was quite worried about my random and
excessive reading. She was afraid that I would either lose my sight
or ruin my health. It seemed abnormal to her that a boy my age,
who had been used to spending so much time on the streets, should
now shut himself indoors and read day and night, especially since I
was reading books that, in her estimation, were much too difficult
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for my unripe mind. When I was with the Scouts, she knew at least
that I wasn’t reading, that I was breathing fresh air, that I was tiring
my body and not my eyes and mind.

And tire myself I did. I will never forget the snow storm and the
drifts we encountered one Easter when we went camping at Schitul
Scheia in the Carpathians; or the cold, endless rains we endured for
days on end, with only our short raincoats clumsily improvised out
of tent-cloth to protect us, when we crossed over Cheile Bicazului
into the Transylvanian valley. I shall never forget the bivouacs on
Piatra Craiului, nor our first excursion in the Danube Delta—which
so fascinated us that, although I was almost drowned in an arm of

‘the warm swamp when my feet became entangled in the reeds, we
decided to buy our own boat to use to travel from Tulcea to Con-
stania.

During the last three years of lycée I did not spend the summers
with my family in Tekirghiol, but with the Boy Scouts. We would
climb mountains for a week or two; then, for about a month, we
would go to a Scout camp at Poiana Sibului or Mangalia. I would
return to Bucharest around the end of August, and for the rest of
the summer I would be on my own. The family, except for Nicu,
were still in Tekirghiol. Nicu was supposed to look after me, cook-
ing my meals or going with me in the evenings to a milk shop. I
had the feeling of absolute freedom. I could read whatever I wanted
and as much as I wanted, and although the attic was so hot that
sometimes I could not bear even a shirt on my back, I should have
been happy. But, as a matter of fact, I was not.

4 4 4

The attacks of melancholia, with which I was to struggle for
many years to come, had started. It required a great effort of will for
me to resist the first outbreaks of sadness, They would come upon
me unexpectedly, toward sunset. At first I didn’t know what was
wrong; I thought it must be fatigue brought on by lack of sleep. But
in vain did I try to rest, or even to go to bed; I could not fall asleep. I
was not exhausted; I did not feel tired. There was only that terrible
sensation of the irremediable—the feeling that I had lost something
essential and irreplaceable. I felt there was no purpose in my life,
that there was no reason for me to spend my time reading or writ-
ing. In fact, nothing held any meaning for me now: neither music
nor camping trips, nor walks nor parties with my friends. I was
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trying desperately to identify what it was that I had “lost,” and
sometimes it seemed to me that it pertained to my childhood, the
years at Rimnicu-Sdrat and Cernavodd, the first years in Bucharest,
which now seemed fraught with beatitude and miracle. It was
enough for me to recall an episode from childhood: a Christmas
tree, the carriage we had at Cernavodi, one of Mother’s dresses,
Father’s parade uniform—and my eyes would fill with tears. I de-
tested crying, and I would never have forgiven myself had 1 begun
to weep. I tried all sorts of things to defend myself from this humil-
iating experience, such as burying my head in a washbasin of cold
water, or rushing downstairs and taking a walk on the streets, or
trying to talk to myself out loud, making fun of my condition.

Soon, however, I discovered that my inexplicable sadness sprang
from numerous other, unsuspected sources: for instance, the feeling
of “the past,” that simple fact that there have been things that are
no more, that have “passed,” such as my childhood or my father’s
youth; the thought that there were opportunities we missed and
now it is too late, the chance is gone forever. Sometimes I regretted
that I had not been reared in the country, that I did not know as a
child the village life that seemed to me to be the only true kind, and
that now I was severed irrevocably from that idyllic world.

Reading the nostalgic literature of the Moldavian authors—Sado-
veanu, Jonel Teodoreanu, Cezar Petrescu—which hearkened back to
childhood and the patriarchal way of life of other times, was also an
occasion for sadness. And the fury with which I later wrote the
article “Impotriva Moldovei” was nothing else but a supreme effort
to shake off the depression that was slowly undermining the health

. of my soul. That was why I read so hungrily the stormy prose of

Papini’s early years. Here I found myself among “my kind”"—
among those whom I truly wished to be like: men of stone, like
Dante and Carducci, not of honey, like Petrarch and the romantics.
The long hybrid essay “Apologia virilitatii” (In Defense of Virility),
which I published in Géndirea during my student years, was also a
protective gesture against the “Moldavia” that I carried in my blood.

It was so hard for me to defend myself against these moods be-
cause the springs of my sadness were many and hidden. Sometimes
I found myself enveloped in melancholy just when I least was ex-
pecting it. For years I had gloried in my exaggerated sense of singu-
larity, in the fact that ever since my childhood I had felt isolated,
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unusual, “unique.” For a long time my “peculiarity” had protected
me like an inner armor from all sorts of failures and humiliations.
And at the same time my singularity, which seemed predestined,
weighed on me like a tombstone. I would have tried anything to
have broken free of it, to have been able to get close to someone
who could “understand” me. That someone, obviously, could not
have been one of my male friends, but one of those girls I met on
Sunday afternoons at homes of classmates or at meetings of the
Muse. Or, to be more precise, not exactly one of them, but a girl
similar to them—endowed, however, with all the qualities I ascribed
to an ideal woman, including a great musical talent, an encyclopedic
education, and a prodigious knowledge of foreign literature and the
occult sciences! But, on the other hand, the more clearly I envi-
sioned the beauty, charm, and genius of that girl—a composite of all
the actresses and heroines I knew—so much worse did my defects
seem, especially my homeliness and my timidity.

I poured out my complaints about all this in my journal. The

melancholy moods came upon me at dusk and held me prisoner as

though in a gigantic net, from which I struggled desperately to es-
cape until long after midnight. Then I would come to my senses
feeling drained, exhausted, and yet resigned, almost reconciled, and
I would dutifully take up my work again.

As time passed I learned to make fun of myself, especially for
my imaginary, pulp-novel romances in which I was loved by my
ideal heroine who combined all the beauty of my favorite actresses
and the girls at whom I cast glances when I went to parties. Besides,
I had discovered houses in the slum districts where I met another
kind of woman, of flesh and blood, whose colorful reality had come
to enchant me. In a chapter of Romanul adolescentului miop entitled
“Saturday,” I described later, from the notes in my journal, these
nocturnal escapades on which Mircea Marculescu often accompa-
nied me, and which ended with long discussions in neighborhood
bars, sometimes prolonged until dawn. ‘

During the last years of lycée 1 became even closer to Mir-
culescu, that tall, lean, scraggy boy with the pointed nose. Thanks to
him I came to know at firsthand the life of the. poor Jews of Dudegti.
We got into the habit of spending holidays together: the Christian
ones at my home, the Jewish ones with his family. He was a Balzac
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enthusiast, although his naive enthusiasm made him fall in love for
a while with Anatole France. Later he discovered Freud, and this led

“him to decide to go to Paris to study psychoanalysis as well as medi-

cine. Like me, Marculescu had an unquenchable thirst for learning
and he read enormously. With him I could talk about so many
things that we made an agreement to meet only at night so we
might have time to discuss all the problems that interested us, from
La Fille aux yeux d’or to the origin of the Pentateuch or the book of
Freud’s we had read most recently. We were good friends, but al-
though we confided in each other I never told him about my melan-
choly moods. I would have been ashamed to have him think that
his friend, whom he believed to be so “scientific,” could suffer in
such an inexplicable way, and for no other reason than the fact that
time passes, and in its passing something essential in us is irretrie-
vably lost.
. 4 4 ’

Soon after I became a Boy Scout, I tried to persuade Marculescu
to come with us on our outings. He agreed with a certain reluctance,
because he was a city boy in the true sense of the word and nature
left him indifferent. Once during an Easter holiday we took the
train to Sinaia, and from there set off on foot from the chalet at
Schitul Ialomicioara. But even before we reached Pietrele Arse, the
weather changed abruptly and snow started to fall, soon turning
into a blizzard. The five or six of us were dressed in spring clothes.
Marculescu was even wearing white canvas shoes. We had left Sin-
aia rather late, and because of the storm we lost our way. I don't
remember how many hours we hiked, not knowing where we were
headed, until we came across a cabin that probably was used during
the summer by workers at one of the sawmills. We broke the lock
and went inside. After kindling a fire, we prepared some tea and
drank it with a lot of rum, and soon we were in good spirits. The
storm had worsened, but what did we care? The next day we could
scarcely open the door, and in order to walk through the drifts
without sinking we had to fasten short lengths of boards to the soles
of our shoes.

That night, however, soon after we had fallen asleep, we were
awakened by a loud knocking at the door. We opened it to find two
workmen carrying a corpse on an improvised sled. They were
bringing it from the top of the mountain, and noticing the light
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through the windows of our cabin they had decided to leave it with
us. They were workers who had to be at the factory early in the
morning. They assured us that they would notify the police in Sin-
aia and that someone would be sent to pick it up. “If we leave it
outside the door, the wolves will eat it before morning,” said one of
them who had noticed our reluctance to keep it.

They laid the body, which was wrapped in a raincoat, right be-
side the door. I don't think any of us slept at all the rest of the
night. This incident cured Marculescu of Scouting. The rest of us,
however, once we returned to Bucharest, were very proud of having
passed through such a dangerous situation. I even wrote a short
story inspired by this adventure, called “Eva,” which received a
prize in a contest for young writers. It was about a young man who,
like us, had daringly started up the mountain with his girl friend

one spring day. But except for the snow and getting lost in the for- .

est and breaking into the cabin, everything else was invented. After
the hero has saved the girl by almost carrying her to the hut in his
arms, and she has fallen asleep exhausted on the floor, the story
ends with his saying: “And then I felt how impetuously I desired
Eva’s body . ..”

5. Navigare Necesse Est ...

I HAD begun Romanul adolescentului miop somewhat earlier, but only
in the winter of 1923-1924 did I “see” it as a whole, from one end to
the other. This time I was certain I would finish it, and I was confi-
dent it would be an exceptional book that would create quite a stir. I
imagined that through it I should get revenge on the teachers, the
prize students, and all those beautiful but superficial girls who had
not had the sense to notice me. I believed I was prepared to write a
novel: I had published about fifty articles and literary sketches in
several magazines, I had contributed regularly to the lycée review,
Vlistarul, and had even become the editor-in-chief (I gathered the
material, took it to the printer, and spent hours with the typesetter
to make sure he correctly deciphered certain manuscripts). In addi-
tion, I had at my disposal a voluminous journal. I was convinced
that if I knew how to make use of this material, the novel would be
ready in a few months.

It was more than an autobiographical novel. I wanted it to be at
the same time a document exemplifying adolescence. I decided not
to invent anything or to embellish it in any way—and I believe I
held to my intention. Even the girls’ love letters were authentic: I
simply copied some of those Dinu Sighireanu had received! The
chapters in which I described our society, the Muse, the parties with
friends, the difficulties with Papadopol and Banciu were all con-
structed by following the journal closely and sometimes copying
whole passages from it. I wanted the dialogues to be absolutely “au-
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thentic” and each character to use his own personal vocabulary. The
value I accorded to Romanul adolescentului miop was, above all, docu-
mentary. I told myself that for the first time an adolescent was writ-
ing about adolescence, and his writing was based upon “docu-
ments.” A few years later, when excerpts from the second volume
of Teodoreanu’s La Medeleni began to appear in Viata Romaneasca, 1
knew I had not been wrong. Teodoreanu’s adolescents were not the
ones I had known. They belonged to another world—one that both
fascinated and moved me, but one that I felt to be past and gone
forever. My adolescents were from the here and now, from the Bu-
charest of the first years after the war, the years of jazz and La Gar-
gonne. Aside from the inevitable self-flattery (for I was writing part-
ly to avenge myself), the novel was as “realistic” as it was possible
to make it, I did not blush from devoting a lengthy chapter to erotic
discoveries, and almost everything that my classmates and I be-
lieved about sex, love, God, the meaning of life, and all the other
problems that tormented us was noted there almost raw, without
embellishment. -

This was, besides, my great ambition: to show that we, the ado-
lescents of that time, were not like the puppets we encountered spo-
radically in literature. We were alert, physically and spiritually, but
the world we wanted to enter was not the world of our parents. We
wanted something else and we dreamed of something else—al-

though the only person who seemed to know anything precise

about that “something else” was the author of the novel!
The plot was simple enough: a student from the Lycée Spiru-

Haret was writing about himself, his fellow students, friends, and -

teachers. Those who knew me guessed from the outset that the stu-
dent was I, because I talked about the attic, the insectarium, the
books I liked, and my hopes of becoming a scholar, pianist, or writ-
er. There were also some chapters unrelated to the others: about the
melancholia that sometimes came over me at dusk (for instance,
when I looked down at the empty street from the window of my
attic, or when I heard a charwoman singing in the distance on a
Sunday evening); about the German class and all the things that
passed through my mind listening to Papadopol explaining Die
Riuber; about the Muse and the girls who attracted me and intimi-
dated me at the same time. But above all there were countless pages
of confessions: what I wanted to be, what I wanted to do, endless
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analyses of my emotional states (of exultation, indifference, exhaus-
tion, detachment, etc.), portraits of my friends, plots of short stories
and novels I proposed to write and with whose characters I liked to
converse (I believe I devoted a whole chapter to a conversation I had
with Nonora, the heroine of a novella I never succeeded in finish-
ing, because the more I wrote, the more the plot altered itself).

And yet, out of those disconnected chapters written in diverse
styles (some lyrical and terribly sad, others almost humorous, some
harsh and vehement), the “subject” quickly emerged: an adolescent
who feels he has outgrown adolescence, who is torn by the melan-
choly that this era has brought (an era which, it seems to him,
ought to have been full of bliss), and who at the same time is impa-
tiently waiting to be freed from it so he can start his “true life.” The
whole book is pervaded by a curious ambivalence: the author insists
time and again that adolescence is an essential moment in life, that
this adolescence—his and that of his friends—constitutes a new
spiritual phenomenon never encountered before and, as such, de-
serves to be prolonged in order to be correctly analyzed and inter-
preted; and on the other hand he appears exasperated by the diffi-
culties of adolescence, especially by the melancholy, the regrets, and
the timidity of which it seems to him to be composed.

But aside Trom all this, what a safety valve this novel was for me
at that time! Even more than in the case of my journal (because I
hoped to publish the novel), I could rid myself of writing in it of all
my failures and humiliations. For many years I had participated in
the contests sponsored by Tinerimii Romine (Romanian Youth), and I
had not received so much as an honorable mention. I remember, for
example, the contest of the sixth year class. I no longer recall what
topic we were given, but I was so “inspired” when I wrote and so
enthusiastic after rereading the manuscript, that I had no doubt I
would obtain first prize with honors. I couldn’t believe it when I
didn’t find my name on the list of winners. I was sure there had
been an error. That Sunday I went to the atheneum to see for my-
self how the prizes were distributed. When they came to the sixth
year class, my heart began to pound. The first prize with honors
went to another Mircea: Mircea Ionescu of the Lycée Matei Basarab.
I had known this long before, of course, since the names of the
winners had been published in the newspaper, but up to that mo-
ment I still believed there had been a typographical error! -
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My fury knew no bounds. I think I hated Mircea Ionescu (he
was also nearsighted and even homelier than I). This injustice could
not be buried in a private diary; it deserved to be denounced in
public! I started walking toward Sosea, lost in thought. It was a Sun-
day in May, near dusk, the hour I most feared because the melan-
choly and sadness tempted me then. But this time I did not fear it. I
was bleeding. What humiliated me most was the injustice of it all—I
knew that Mircea Ionescu could not have written better than I had! I
considered those inspired pages some of the best I had ever penned.
And I believed that I could not be mistaken, because so many other
sketches, short stories, and essays of mine had been judged good
and published. ‘

Sunk in contemplation, I walked for several hours. By the time I
reached home it had become completely dark. That night I started
writing a new chapter of the novel. I think I entitled it, “Mircea
Ionescu, First Prize with Honors.” Thus I managed to lift my spirits,
and later I fell asleep, reconciled. Rereading it afterward, I was
proud of it. But a short while later Ionel Teodoreanu published in
Adevirul Literar an excerpt from the second volume of his trilogy, La
Medeleni, entitled “Mircea Ionescu”—and so I discarded my chapter.

’ ’ r B

That was not the only chapter I sacrificed. During the course of
those years I constantly added and eliminated pages and even whole
chapters. The novel was almost finished, but when I would read it
over it would seem to me that I had not said everything, or that I
had not been sufficiently “authentic.” This would send me back to
check the notebooks of The Journal, and as a result I would correct
something or introduce new passages. I labored especially to evoke
the thrill of intellectual discoveries: to show, for example, that to
realize the impossibility of belief in an anthropomorphic God is an
experience as exciting as the first taste of physical love. I tried to
describe as precisely and in as much detail as possible the process of
thinking: for instance, what happened in my mind when I first read
that “time and space are a priori perceptions”; or what happened
when I closed my eyes and stopped my ears and said to myself, I
am myself, I am I, only I; but who is this ‘I,” what is there inside me
which I believe to be myself?” _

I wanted, furthermore, to show how alive books are, what an
extraordinary experience it is to discover in old bookstores some
work you had sought for years. Sometimes such discoveries become
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even more dramatic due to the circumstances in which they are
made. Thus I remember one summer afternoon I found at an anti-
quary’s one isolated volume of Plutarch’s Morals, and I discovered
in it that mysterious treatise, De Pythiae oraculis. I could not wait to
reach home to read it. I stopped at Cigsmigiu Park and on a bench
there I read it through in one breath. Then I realized the sun was
setting, and all of a sudden De Pythiae oraculis seemed far away and
futile. Indeed, all Plutarch’s works seemed vain, as did all writings
in general, all the books I loved, all the authors I admired; and one
question kept returning to me like an obsession: What for? What
good is it to you to know that the Pythia no longer answers in
verses?

It was as if the whole world had suddenly turned to ashes and I
found myself in a universe of shadows and vanities, without mean-
ing or hope, where all things are essentially vain and empty. Dur-
ing those endless mometifs of despair I tried to regain myself and
find an answer to the question: What for? Of what use is De Pythiae
oraculis? Sitting there on the bench, with Plutarch’s volume on my
lap, I tried to smile. I wiped my glasses with a handkerchief and
sought an answer. “To annoy you,” I whispered, “you, the one
who’s asking me!” I felt this wasn't quite the right answer, but I
insisted on it stubbornly. “It’s just because Plutarch’s treatise is use-
less and absurd that you ought to read it! And because nothing has
any meaning, I laugh at both meaning and meaninglessness, and I'll
do what I want, even if it doesn’t have any meaning!” But I felt that
all these were cries of helplessness. I sensed how false they were
because, in those moments, I no longer wanted anything; and I cer-
tainly didn’t want to read Plutarch.

Little by little, Cigmigiu sank into darkness and the coolness of
the freshly watered flowers. The people no longer seemed the same.
Gone were the pensioners, the orderlies, the governesses with chil-
dren. The lights had not yet been lit, and those who came at this
hour were making for the linden trees, which were blooming.
Young couples, students, and soldiers on leave passed by. The trams
going down to Bulevardul Elisabeta sounded closer than usual. I
continued to smile and I decided that 1 had been wrong: that, al-
though I didn’t know the answer, the world does have a meaning,
Plutarch deserves to be read, and De Pythiae oraculis was a true dis-
covery.

That night I wrote down all these things in as much detail as
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possible, hoping at some later date to integrate them into a chapter
of the novel. It seemed to me that such “experiences” were impor-
tant. I did not consider myself a “cerebral” person (like the charac-
ters in Remy de Gourmont’s novel Sixtine), but I wanted to show
that, at least for me, books are sometimes more alive than people,
that they also can be loaded with dynamite, and that from an en-
counter with certain books you can emerge either mutilated or else
ten times stronger than you had believed you were. Such an en-
counter, which was decisive for me as well as for the destiny of
Romanul adolescentului miop, was Un-uomo finito (A Finished Man) by
Giovanni Papini. I had read, as had most of my friends, his Life of
Christ, but it didn’t appeal to me. Un uomo finito, on the contrary,
struck like a bolt of lightning. It had appeared in a Romanian trans-
lation and Haig Acterian had discovered it. He insisted I read it.
“You'll like it,” he told me. “The author’s just like you!”

I should not have believed that I could be so much like someone
else. I rediscovered myself throughout almost all of Papini’s child-
hood and adolescence, Like him I was homely, very nearsighted,
consumed by a precocious and unbounded curiosity, wanting to
read everything, and dreaming that I would write about everything.
Like him I was timid, loved solitude, and got along only with
friends who were intelligent and studious; like him I hated school
and believed only in what I learned by myself without the help of
teachers. Later, however, I realized that the resemblance was not as
extraordinary as it had seemed then. For instance, Papini had not
had the mischievous childhood I had had, and he had not been
attracted by the natural sciences and chemistry, nor was he a lover
of music. Moreover, I had not wanted to write, as had he, an ency-
clopedia and a history of world literature. But it was still true that
we were alike in our precociousness, our myopia, our thirst for
reading, and our encyclopedic interests. I was struck by the fact that
Papini spoke of adolescence not as a physiological or emotional
phase, but as an era of intellectual discoveries, even as I did in my
novel. On rereading Un uomo finito, I sometimes had the impression
that I was a replica of Papini. But my enthusiasm gave place to
doubt, jealousy, and fury because so many chapters of Romanul
adolescentului miop would be considered copied from, or at least in-
spired by, Un uomo finito.

Naturally, this discovery was too important not to be recounted
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in the novel. I believe I rewrote that chapter several times, because I
kept feeling I hadn’t found the right “tone.” It was necessary that I
tell about everything I felt and everything that went through my

. mind while reading Un uomo finito: the joy of having found a friend,

an older brother, a master who had experienced what I had experi-
enced—but also the fury of suddenly having found myself the dou-
ble of someone else. It was painful to discover that-all my “originali-
ties” belonged to another, that I was introducing. nothing new in
my novel, at least so far as the essential problem of the main charac-
ter was concerned: the feeling of uniqueness and solitariness upon
which so much of my peculiar behavior depended. A few years -
later, when I began publishing excerpts from my novel, the defini-
tive version of this chapter appeared in Viata Literari under the title
“Papini, Eu si Lumea” (Papini, I, and the World). It was wholly
Papinian in style, reminiscent of the pamphlets of Papini’s first pe-
riod. I spoke of myself as an unrecognized genius, an intellectual
giant camouflaged as a lycée pupil, threatening to destroy all who
dared stand in his way. The essay was so frantic and absurd that it
received delighted comments from all my journalist friends of the
time.

My passion for Papini induced me to learn Italian quickly so that
I could read his other books. I shall never forget the thrill with
which I took in my hands the Italian editions from Valecci, with
their colored covers and titles printed in thick letters, as though
carved in wood. I was elated as I read pages of criticism and polem-
ics in Stroncature, Maschilita, Ventiquattro Cervelli, and others. In a
few months I had managed to obtain all of Papini’s books except for
those that were out of print, which I was to read in 1927 at the
Central Library in Rome. As I said before, Papini’s prose—frantic
and stormy yet sharp and caustic—helped me for many years in my
struggle with melancholia. Only later did I come to realize that Pa-
pini was not a “great writer,” of the stature of Leopardi, for in-
stance, or Carducci. Much of his work is “dated,” and it is probable
that later generations will leave him far behind. But I have no doubt
that Un uomo finito is and will remain an exceptional spiritual docu-
ment, unique in modern literature.

I am grateful to Papini also for the fact that, through him, I be-
came familiar even in lycée days with Italian literature, and thus I
succeeded in freeing myself from the tutelage of the French book
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trade. He helped me indirectly, by revealing to me other preoccupa-
tions and nourishing me from other springs, to orient myself differ-
ently from the majority of the intellectuals of my generation who
primarily read and discussed books and authors accessible in the
French language. :

After that I wrote several articles about Papini, and I translated
several of his short fantasies. In 1926-1927, when I was in the uni-
versity, I published in Cuvintul three articles on Papini, which I
sent to him along with a letter in which, among other things, I told
him that I was a student at the Faculty of Letters. A few weeks later
I received a three-page reply. “Cher ami inconnu,” he wrote in his
large sprawling script, and he lamented that I was studying philos-
ophy, “the most futile of the sciences.” He invited me to visit him,
should I ever come to Florence. And visit him I did, that very
spring, on my first trip to Italy.

4 ’ 14

Little by little during the seventh year I found myself becoming
estranged from my beloved natural sciences, physics, and chemistry,
and increasingly fascinated not only by literature, which I had loved
since childhood, but also by philosophy, Oriental studies, and the
history of religions. In the middle of that year I transferred to “Mod-
ern.” Professor Nedelea Locusteanu helped me to arrive very quick-
ly at the level of Latin my fellow students had already reached.
Locusteanu was an excellent Latinist; he had translated Titus Livius
and was richly and brilliantly cultured. I learned that in his youth
he had majored in chemistry at the university. An explosion in the
laboratory had snatched away his right hand and obliged him to
give up chemistry. He knew all sorts of things unexpected in a pro-
fessor of Latin. But his great passion was Anthroposophy, and I be-
lieve he really began to hold me in esteem after I told him that I had
read several books by Rudolf Steiner. He knew only a little German
and in order to learn it he had translated, slowly and for his own
use only, certain works of Steiner that he had not been able to find
in French. He was interested in the occult sciences and magic, and
he even had some curious notions about the role of magical charms
in Romanian political life. '

I was now totally captivated by the ancient Orient. At the library
of the King Carol I Foundation, to which I had gained access in the
sixth year, I kept making discoveries in the enormous (and at the
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time, for me, boring) Geschichte des Altertums by Ed. Meyer. I sum-
marized it almost page by page, with long extracts, until the appear-
ance of the publications of the Musée Guimet in which I found
translations from Sanskrit and Chinese, and The Zend-Avesta by
Darmesteter. (This last disappointed me because, after having read
Thus Spake Zarathustra, I had expected something entirely different.)
During those years of almost mystical admiration for the ancient
Orient, when I believed in the mysteries of the Pyramids, the deep
wisdom of the Chaldeans, and the occult sciences of the Persian
magi, my efforts were nurtured by the hope that one day I would
solve all the “secrets” of religions, of history, and of man’s destiny
on earth. :

Locusteanu only encouraged such a hope, and although he was
strict with me in Latin he did not push me to learn Greek (which I
started only in the first year at the university), but instead he direct-
ed me toward Oriental languages, advising me to begin with He-
brew. I bought myself the textbook published by our former in-
structor in religion, and undertook the study of Hebrew. As was my
habit, I studied several hours per day, but lacking experience and
assistance, and being more attracted to other Oriental languages, I
did not make much progress. Besides, Hebrew did not appeal to me.
Locusteanu assured me that there were Cabalistic texts of consider-
able importance, but his efforts were in vain. What I had read of
these in translation had not attracted me.

So I plunged into Persian and Sanskrit, using the Hoepli man-
uals of Pizzi and Pizzagalli. At first I liked Persian better, and I
dreamed that someday I would translate Shah-nama into Romanian. -
I labored with the two handbooks for a few months, but I don’t
believe I got very far. I was tempted by too many passions and I
wanted to do too many things at once. I had discovered, among
other things, in French translations, Frazer’s The Golden Bough and
Folklore in the Old Testament, which had revealed to me the inex-
haustible universe of primitive religions and folklore. Then too, that
summer of 1924, I finished school with even greater impatience
than usual because, at a modest shipyard in Tulcea, our little boat
was being built. We had picked a name for it long before: it was
called Hai-hui (Pell-mell).

’ 4 ’

It cost some 20,000 lei, and it was to be the property of eight of
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us boys who had been friends in Scouting for many years. We had
gone on numerous camping trips and other outings together by this
time. Our decision to purchase the boat had come after that unfor-
gettable excursion to the Danube Delta of which I spoke earlier. One
of the boys had relatives in Tulcea and he assured us that we could
buy it there for less than half the market price.

That summer we did not climb the Bucegi as usual. Instead, we
went to Tulcea to see how the construction of the boat was progress-
ing. We set up a tent in our friend’s back yard and ate wherever we
were invited. Mornings were spent at the shipyard, trying to guess

. how many days it would be before we could put the boat in the
water. Then we practiced rowing on the Danube and did some
swimming. In the evenings we went strolling on the main street,
dressed in our best and saluting collectively all the young ladies
who smiled at us.
~ After about ten days the boat was ready. It was approximately
twelve meters in length, and it had a cabin, a huge mast, and three
pairs of oars, We registered it at the harbor-master’s office; we took
pictures of ourselves in front of it, together with the men who had
built it; and then on a Sunday afternoon, in order to be admired by
all our acquaintances in Tulcea, we embarked. There wasn’t the
slightest breeze, and we were forced to row with all our might. We
labored thus until late evening, when at last we found a suitable
spot among the willows to set up our tent. In Tulcea we had begun
to get used to the mosquitoes, but here on the Danube whole colo-
nies attacked us. We wrapped ourselves in our raincoats and hid our

~heads in towels, but still we had difficulty sleeping. |

The next morning, and each day thereafter, we were greeted by
the same hot, motionless atmosphere, It seemed as if nothing were
breathing and not a leaf shaking in that enchanted Danube Delta.
For a shortcut, we left the arm of the Danube called St. Gheorghe
and plunged into the maze of canals that intersects the reeds. The
year before we had left Sulina with a group of young people in five
or six large boats, with two oarsmen per boat, and we had reached
the sea in a few days. This time it took us a whole week because we
had to row all the way. We arrived exhausted and starved because
our supplies had given out except for a few watermelons and a little
keg of drinking water, half empty.

As soon as we reached the sea, the wind started to blow. It was
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so strong that we debated whether or not we ought to undertake
this adventure. Every day one of us was designated “captain.” But
that afternoon the “captain” did not dare take the responsibility by
himself and asked us to decide together, by secret vote. Five of us
including the “captain,” who was named Livovski, were for leaving.
Triumphant, singing, we spread the sails—and we could hardly be-
lieve our eyes. The boat leaned slowly to one side as if bending
under the weight of the mast; then suddenly the wind caught the
canvas and we shot off like an arrow straight for Russia. We kept
trying to steer south, but the wind was so strong and we were so
unskilled in manipulating the sails that we barely managed to direct
it toward the southeast. Now it was going forward diagonally, head-
ing toward the Caucasus. It cut the waves with a speed that made us
dizzy. We had never imagined that a boat loaded as ours was could
move so swiftly. Soon we lost sight of the shore, except that we
could see far away, in miniature, the hills of Dobruja, painted and
hazy in the afterglow of sunset.

Then the storm began. We saw the clouds gathering and the
billows rising threateningly. Our boat would list heavily, first to one
side and then to the other; hesitate a few seconds as if not knowing
what direction to take; then catch the wind suddenly and be off
again. It was totally dark when the storm burst upon us. The sky
began to palpitate, cleft again and again by enormous bolts of light-
ning that sliced it from one end to the other. Thunderclaps resound-
ed closer and closer to us. Sometimes we heard-the lightning strike
the water, sizzling as if a red-hot iron were piercing the surface.

In those days I loved the lightning. About two years earlier, an
extraordinarily violent storm had overtaken us in the Carpathians
on Pietrele Arse. When lightning started striking a dozen meters or
so from us, I was elated. I climbed on a rock and began to sing, or
rather to scream, the “Cavalcade” from Die Valkyrie. Even that night
on the sea I was not afraid of the lightning. There again I sang the
“Cavalcade.”

As soon as it started to rain, the “captain” went inside the cabin
to consult the map and compass. He became seasick because the
boat was now rolling in the billows. We decided to fold our sails.
That was no easy task, since we could scarcely get to our feet. At last
we succeeded, but the mast was so tall and so heavy, on account of

- the wet sails being wrapped about it, that several times the boat
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dipped threateningly. We would throw ourselves then to the oppo-
site side and thus manage to bring it to a somewhat normal posi-
tion. But the tiller hindered us terribly. No matter how we held it,
the boat zig-zagged forward, and several times it revolved as if
caught in a whirlpool. We changed helmsmen three times in less
than half an hour without any success. Then we gave up, took out
the tiller, laid it at our feet, and abandoned ourselves to the mercy
of fate.

Probably this act of desperation saved us. The boat had been
well-constructed and it had an unusually deep keel. Left to itself, it
floated like a nutshell. It rose on the billows and then plunged into
the phosphorescent abysses between the swells without capsizing,
since we were ready to shift from one side to the other in order to
counterbalance the mast. It was raining very hard, and we had also
taken on a great deal of water from all the waves that had broken
over us. We bailed madly with anything we could lay our hands on:
buckets, cans, mess-tins. The “captain” as well as his “mate,” who
had gone to assist him, were both lying ill in the cabin. But since
there was really nothing to decide, the absence of a chief was not
particularly noticeable.

I shall never forget that night. Soaked to the skin, lying on the
bottom of the boat, dipping water with a mess-tin and throwing it
overboard as in a trance, I sometimes saw coming toward us a gi-
gantic form, tall as a house. As it drew nearer, I could see it palpitate
and quiver. It appeared to be illuminated from inside by a phospho-
rescent light. It hesitated a few moments, then began to buzz metal-
lically and seemed ready to fall down. We came directly beneath its
belly, and watching from the bottom of the boat it seemed to me
that I was looking at a mountain of green gold. I would tell myself,
this time we won’t make it'—and I would close my eyes. We would
feel the boat shaking violently, as if being pushed from underneath,
and then we would sense ourselves being lifted. When we opened
our eyes, we would find ourselves between the foam and the gold,
with an abyss on all sides. A few seconds later we would hear the
mast creaking and we would drop into the void, holding onto the
benches with both hands.

I was afraid, and yet I didn’t feel paralyzed. One day, the year
before, when we were boating in the Danube Delta, we were all
exhausted from rowing and threw ourselves into the warm, stag-
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nant waters of the canal. I felt my feet becoming entangled in the
grasses; then all at once my body seemed to grow heavy and I began
to. sink—slowly, without struggling—into the depths. Those who
had returned to the boat saw me, but they thought I was clowning,
and they were admiring the skill with which I was simulating a
drowning. I was saved at the last moment by a friend who swam
under me and pushed me to the surface. This time, however, the
fear of drowning did not paralyze me. I felt that we were aban-
doned to the will of fate, without hope of help from anywhere. The
sense of absolute helplessness, which in a way reconciled me, also
gave me a strange sort of peace. Since nothing more could be done, I
had the feeling of complete freedom. Will, intelligence, and all my
spiritual faculties were, for the first time, free; they no longer were
straining after an immediately attainable goal.

The lightning continued to cleave the darkness, sometimes dis-
closing the troughs in which we lay and at other times the crests of
the waves onto which we had been lifted, driven by the tempest
that was still raging. Sometimes I looked at the tip of the mast and it
seemed to me that it was lit by the same phosphorescence as the
waves. I heard it whistling like some gigantic bird. Then, after mid-
night, the storm passed on, although the sea continued to boil and
toss. When daylight came we found ourselves surrounded by pur-
ple-gray waves, but by now we were used to them. The wind was
still blowing rather hard, and in that fact lay our hope. We decided
to rest a few hours, with two of us always keeping watch, and then
put up the sails and make for the shore. We did not see the shore,
but we had a compass to direct us. As the light grew brighter we
realized more and more what a desperate situation we faced. Part of
our gear had been lost overboard; the rest was strewn all over the
bottom of the boat amidst books, cameras, and watermelons. Very
little drinking water remained in the keg, and what there was had
become cloudy and stale. We were exhausted from our struggle and
lack of sleep, but nevertheless we were happy, and above all proud,
proud to have survived such an ordeal.

(We had a right to be proud, although we had done nothing to
merit our escape. When we reached Constanfa a week later we dis-
covered that during that stormy night many fishermen’s boats had
been sunk. We had survived because we had let the boat float by
itself. We also learned in Constanta that the leader of the Scouts in
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Mamaia where we had been expected for several days had been so
worried that he had sent out a seaplane from the naval base that
had been searching for us the entire morning all along the coast.)

By taking turns we managed to get a few hours’ sleep. But about
two o’clock a sudden gust of wind bent our mast and broke it, al-
most overturning the craft. Our hope of reaching the shore that
evening was now crushed. The sea had become calm, but we sensed
the current drawing us toward the east—Iless quickly than the storm
of the previous night, but just as certainly. We decided then to row.
We put the tiller back in place and rowed, taking turns of an hour
each, four of us at a time while the others slept. There were a few
pieces of sugar left, and we rationed them out along with slices of
watermelon.

After several hours we began to see the low mountains of Do-
bruja. But the current was strong and we were tired, so we pro-
gressed very slowly. It was getting dark and we rowed as in a
trance, without talking, our eyes half closed. To gain some strength,
I imagined myself at home in the garden or the attic. I tried to
remember the titles of the books I had not yet read, and to take
pleasure in the fact that they were waiting for me there in that attic,
now hot as an oven.

Midnight passed and we rowed constantly, growing ever more
exhausted, but we were at least comforted by the thought that the
current was not carrying us backward. Around 3 A M. it seemed that
we saw ahead of us, not very far away, a black streak where there
were no waves. Our spirits rose. We supposed it was a sandbank
and we proposed lifting the boat onto it and resting there until
morning. Soon the boat grounded. A few of us jumped over the side
to see how large the bank was. We began to shout for joy: we had
arrived! We were on the beach! What we had taken for the distant
mountains of Dobruja were in fact those dunes of clay and sand that
run along the shores a few meters inland.

We beached the boat and unloaded the tent, intending to set it
up. But one boy slipped and was so overcome by fatigue and sleep-
lessness that he lay where he fell, fully clothed. The next minute we
all followed suit. We went to sleep lying on the sand, only halfway
inside the tent.

The next day, a little past noon, we were awakened by some
fishermen. They had noticed a boat on the shore and had shouted,
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and when no one had answered they had come to investigate. Their
village was a few kilometers away. We managed to row there and
ate like ravenous wolves. By means of a drayman who was going to
Megidia, we sent a telegram to the Scout Camp leader in Mamaia,
saying that we were alive. When we entered Mamaia a week later,
now fully recovered and sunburnt, rowing like true mariners, the
whole camp turned out to cheer us.

Only later did we begin to realize the consequences of our ad-
venture. Some of us were left with a phobia for water and since
then have never wanted to bathe in the sea. In my case, the attrac-
tion I had formerly had as a child for lightning and thunderstorms
was replaced by an irrational panic, of which I was cured only
much later. I discovered how irrational it was when, that autumn, at
the National Theater, I could not bear to hear the storm in King Lear
and had to leave the auditorium. The doctor whom I consulted at
the time said that it was just the effect of a “nervous shock” and that
it would disappear with time. But it did not disappear so quickly,
and I remember that in London in 1940 I felt much calmer during
an air raid than I did when a storm was brewing.

More interesting was the interpretation of a Zurich psychoana-
lyst whom I told in 1950 about my adventure. According to him,
what happened was that out on the sea that night I had been fully
conscious of the danger of drowning, so I did not acquire a phobia
for water; but I had not “realized” the other danger, that of being
struck by lightning, and hence that fear had become lodged in my
unconscious and for that reason could not be controlled by rational
arguments or subjugated by the will. ‘

In any event, our adventure on the sea raised us considerably in
the esteem of our fellow lycée students and the Scouts. I did not
dare tell anyone at home about the dangers we had undergone, but
occasionally I alluded to the terrible storm that had taught me not to
be afraid of death. The experience was too dramatic for me not to
use it as a literary pretext. The following year I wrote a sketch called
“Rasdrit pe mare” (Sunrise on the Sea), which appeared in 1927 in
the review Est-Vest. (This was a publication brought out by Radu
Capriel, Ion Anestin, and myself, which ceased after the second
number when Capriel, who in the meantime had gotten married,
was unable to continue subsidizing it.) It was our adventure that I
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told about, and all who had been party to it assured me that in
reading it they had relived that stormy night from start to finish.
But the story had to do with a much smaller boat in which two
friends had ventured forth. The narrator remained at the helm and
his friend sat at the prow. When the storm subsided, the narrator
suddenly realized that he was alone, that he probably had been
alone all night, and that he had been talking all the while to a shad-
ow—a motionless shadow he thought he saw at the other end of the
boat.
’ . r 4

That autumn of 1924 when I entered the eighth year class of
lycée, I already felt like a university student. Several of my friends,
Haig Acterian, Petre Viforeanu, and Vojen, had passed their eighth
year examinations during the summer and were now enrolled in
the university. They were telling me about the courses of Nicolae
lIorga and Vasile Parvan, and they were enthusiastic about a young
professor of logic and metaphysics, Nae Ionescu, whose name I
heard then for the first time. I had made up my mind to study
classical philology and philosophy in the university, and I began to
prepare by reading more and more books of philosophy.

I continued, however, to write and publish whenever I could.
No longer was I contributing to Ziarul Stiintelor Populare, but articles
of mine now were appearing in Orizontul, Foaia Tinerimii, Universul
Literar, and Lumea. 1 was now writing articles on the history of reli-
gions, Oriental studies, and alchemy. Occasionally, I was paid for
my contributions. One day I introduced myself to Em. Cerbu, the
editor-in-chief of Orizontul, to see if I could earn some money by

translating. Cerbu, who had published many articles and transla-

tions of mine without offering me any honorarium, was persuaded
that I knew how to write. He proposed that I translate short articles
from a wide variety of German, French, and Italian periodicals for,
Orizontul and Oglinda Lumii. For each hundred pages of manuscript
he offered to pay me 1,000 lei. It wasn’t much, but I could purchase
ten or fifteen books with that money, so I agreed. Once a month I
would present myself with a manuscript. Cerbu would read the ti-
tles of the articles, count the pages carefully, and sign a note for
which the cashier would give me 1,000 lei. I remember that once he
had made a snide remark to the effect that my handwriting was too
large and that there were too few lines to the page. I blushed to my
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- ears and vowed inwardly to get revenge. Indeed, the next month I

brought one hundred pages written as minutely as possible, having
crowded onto them what should have required two hundred pages.
But I don't believe Cerbu realized I had done it to get revenge.

Of course, I neglected my schoolwork even more openly than
before. But because I had published a number of erudite articles in
Vlastarul, the lycée review, and especially because I had written an
article about N. Iorga that had pleased that great man and had im-
pressed all the teachers, I enjoyed a ceftain prestige and my faults
were overlooked. However, Banciu never forgot to remind me
whenever I could not solve a problem that if I did not decide to
study seriously, he would fail me. I couldn’t believe him. It was my
impression that I had several allies among the teachers. Besides the
instructors in Latin and Romanian, there was also Alexandru Clau-
dian, the young philosophy teacher, who had “discovered” me, so
to speak, as the result of a test. In the seventh year, after a few
lessons, he asked us to write about the importance of Greek and
Latin classicism for the education of modern man. When he came to
class the next week with the papers under his arm, he went to his
desk and asked, “Which of you is Mr. Eliade?” I rose, blushing. He
looked at me a while and smiled. “I suspected it was you. You wrote
an excellent paper. Be so kind as to summarize it for your class-
mates.” Of course, my oral summary was not nearly so good as the
written text. I had not expected to have to speak extempore, and I
did not know how to organize my exposition. One of my fellow
students said to me after class, “That was more or less what I wrote.
Why didn't he praise me too?” :

Often I walked with Claudian on the way home from school. He
told me once that he had guessed as soon as he had seen me that I -
was uncommonly intelligent, because of the shape of my forehead.
He was a good friend and great admirer of H. Sanielevici, and his
affinity for me increased all the more when he learned I had read all
Sanielevici’'s books. “Soon he will be publishing his great opus on
anthropology,” he told me. “It's a work of genius, the first Roma-
nian contribution to universal science!”

The friendship that Alexandru Claudian showed me assured me
that, in the end, even lycée teachers are forced to recognize the mer-
its of a student although he is not a prize-winner. How wrong I
was! It was a period of euphoria for me. I learned English in order
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to be able to read Frazer, I bought more and more books on the
history of religions and Oriental studies, and I put up additional
shelves in the attic. My workroom began to resemble the study of a
scholar from a bygone age. I had accumulated by this time over a
thousand books. Besides the collection of periodicals, which I kept
wherever I could—on the floor, under the bed, and on top of the
chest of manuscripts—there were also in that little room an insectar-
ium, a herbarium, a mineralogical collection, and a remnant of my
laboratory. On the walls were hand-drawn copies of Egyptian hiero-
glyphics and bas-reliefs. Soon it became necessary to remove the
bed to the adjoining room, and during my student years at the uni-
versity I had to install shelves there too. When Nae Ionescu came to
visit me in 1927, he was fascinated. “What a wonderful room!” he
exclaimed, “Made expressly for study.”

And “study” 1 did, with ever increasing fury, but I did not study
for school. A long time before this I had discovered lorga, and I
admired him, especially for his polygraphy. I dreamed of being able
myself to write someday, if not the many hundreds of volumes I
knew he had written, then at least a hundred. Some of them I al-
ready had in mind, and I even had made a list. At the head of it was
Romanul adolescentului miop. This was to be the first of a short series
of novels under the general title Dacia Felix. The next novel in the
series was to portray the life of a university student, and the third
one would take place in a barber shop.

But that list contained for the most part books of essays, philos-
ophy, and cultural history. Because I recently had discovered Or-
phism and the theories of Vittorio Macchioro, I dreamt of a massive
work in two volumes: The Origins of Europe. (I even dared to an-
nounce it—in an article about Heraclitus and Orphism published in
Adevirul Literar.) I recall also a book about The Education of the Will,
and another entitled A Manual of the Perfected Reader; also a book
about Hasdeu, another about Iorga, and one more on Romanian
folk-botany. ' '

’ . ’ 14

Of course, I kept count of the articles I published, and in the
spring of the year 1925 I celebrated with a few friends the appear-
ance of my one hundredth article. Mother prepared a feast for us in
the attic. Vojen wished that I should celebrate soon the publication
of my thousandth article! The others, however, insisted that I pub-
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lish Romanul adolescentului miop. They knew that it had to do with
their lives too, and they wanted to preserve fresh forever in a book
the memory of the adolescence that had already passed without our
being aware of its going. I was eighteen now, but almost all the
others were a year older than I. We had ceased to consider ourselves
adolescents long ago. Vojen, Sighireanu, and Viforeanu were in-
volved in liaisons, and from Bragov, Radu Bossie had sent word re-
cently that he was a father. Even I had begun to mingle more with
other young people. I had stopped wearing the school uniform and
the wire-rimmed glasses, and I no longer cut my hair short. When
my hair had grown, Father made me have my picture taken. But I.
was photographed the way I wanted to be: frowning, with a bitter,
sarcastic smile in the corner of my mouth.

Unexpectedly, that spring the Minister of Public Education rein-
troduced the baccalaureate examination. The news struck like a bolt
of lightning. I envied those who had finished the eighth year class
the previous year, and had not been required to take this examina-
tion, which threatened to be very hard. What was even worse, the
baccalaureate was not to be given by instructors from our own ly-
cée, but by a special committee headed by a university professor.
This meant that we were to be judged by strangers and exclusively
on the basis of academic criteria. But after a few days of uneasiness
and hesitation, I decided to proceed as usual: that is, instead of start-
ing to study seriously the subjects required for the baccalaureate, I
continued reading and writing about whatever interested me. (That
spring I was especially interested in Babylonian religions, Orphism,
and the English language; I labored to read in the original the works
of Bishop Berkeley and Walt Whitman, both of whom I had discov-
ered through Papini.)

Summer seemed to come earlier than usual that year. I would
stroll through the school courtyard during class breaks with Mircea
Mirculescu, conversing as usual, completely detached from the col-
lective case of nerves from which our class was suffering, in their
terror of the approaching baccalaureate. It was quite warm that
morning when we went to see the results of the final class examina-
tions. Mirculescu had failed Latin, and I mathematics. Just as he had
warned me so many times, Banciu had given me an E In order to
avenge ourselves, we held a party in a summer garden restaurant. I
insisted on wearing my lycée uniform, which I had not put on for a
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year. I found it in a trunk, all wrinkled and smelling of mothballs.

My parents were worried, but I had long since acquired the free-
dom of taking care of myself so that, except for giving advice, they
did not interfere in anything I did. I had made summer plans earlier
with my friends, and I carried them out completely, including an
excursion to Piatra Craiului and a session at the Boy Scout camp at
Mamaia. In August, however, I started to study the mathematics
textbook in earnest. As was my habit, I would work six or seven
hours without stopping, then read a book of philosophy or history
of religions, and return to the mathematics book for another four or
five hours. Sometimes at night I took walks with Marculescu or
some of my classmates who had taken the baccalaureate in June and
had failed it. They told us in great detail about the horrors of this
examination, and quoted us extraordinarily difficult questions seem-
ingly invented for the express purpose of demoralizing the candi-
date.

I took the makeup examination in mathematics at the beginning
of September and passed it with flying colors. After congratulating
me, Banciu added: “I knew what I was doing when I failed you. I've
succeeded in convincing you that you can understand mathematics!”

A week later T began the baccalaureate examination. I was not
apprehensive about the written parts, and as I expected, I was ad-
mitted to the orals, Now, for the first time in my life, I found myself
before a committee of seven or eight professors who could, in prin-
ciple, ask me about anything I had studied during my eight years in
lycée. Fortunately, the professor of Romanian language and litera-
ture asked me extremely difficult questions (for instarice, about the
Byzantine lexicon in Romanian and the analysis of the Voronet Co-
dex)—things I knew because they were not found in our text-
books—and I answered him correctly. Of the rest, I remember al-
most nothing. I only know that I would breathe very deeply each
time one professor would say “thank you,” and turn to his colleague
to indicate that he could begin. It seemed to me the number of ex-
aminers was endless. After half an hour there were still two or three
waiting their turn. For years afterward I suffered from a nightmare
in which I discovered, all of a sudden, that I had to take the bacca-
laureate examination over again. Either the papers had been lost, or
a new decree had been issued that invalidated all the old examina-
tions and required everyone, of every age and station, to take them
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over again. The reasons varied, but the nightmare was always the
same: I was again facing a baccalaureate examining committee; and I
would wake up in a cold sweat. '

When I went to see the results, I was prepared for anything. At
that time I used a “spiritual exercise” that fortified me inwardly and
made me invulnerable: I would lie on the bed, close my eyes, and
imagine myself in one of those worlds that fascinated me—either
the universes of Camille Flammarion’s science-fiction books, or one
of those lost civilizations, such as Egypt, Mesopotamia, Vedic India,
or the Greece of the Orphic Mysteries. I would lie motionless, con-
centrating, for about half an hour, until I felt I had become com-.
pletely present in one of those extraterrestrial or lost worlds. Then I
would begin to live there, to move in a landscape that, to me,
seemed entirely real, meeting extraordinary beings who were ex-
cited over truly interesting problems (they had, in other words, the
same interests as I) and listening to them discuss only important
and urgent questions (for instance: why can we know nothing
about God? Why has no definite proof of the immortality of the soul
as yet been found?). When I awoke after such a “spiritual exercise,”
I was perfectly indifferent to what had happened or was about to
happen to me.

Detached, calm, invulnerable, I went to see the results of the
examination. I found myself among those who had been admitted. I
was hardly able to feel happy, and my joy was dimmed indeed
when, on closer inspection, I failed to find the name of Mircea Mir-
culescu on the list. However, I sensed that this was a decisive mo-
ment in my life. I was free from the nightmare of the baccalaureate
and free from a world which, for so many years, had seemed to me
like a prison—the world of studying according to stereotypes, the
world of teachers and schedules and fixed times. I knew that what-
ever might happen from now on, one thing was certain: I would
never again have to study what didn’t interest me, and best of all, I
would never again have to be tied to a program imposed by others.
I had become completely and at last what I had set out to become
long before: my own master.

And yet I returned home in a pensive mood; I could not be fully
happy. Despite myself, I felt that I should miss this lycée life that
had ended as it had begun, on an October morning; I should miss
my classmates and friends with whom I had been linked during
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those eight years, and from whom I realized I should now be sev-
ered permanently. I knew that I should even miss some of the in-
structors and the building itself, where I felt I had been so humiliat-

ed, and which I had grown to hate. (I despised that school so much

that I used to say, perhaps partly in jest, that after the baccalaureate
I would not even pass by it for ten years, until all memory of it
should have faded from my mind.)

That afternoon I gathered up all the textbooks I still owned and
went to the used book store to sell them. But I wasn’t a Balzacian for
nothing. Passing in front of the university I whispered, “Et mainte-
nant, & nous deux!” (Now, we’ll have it out!).

I never suspected that such a venerable institution would not let
itself be conquered by one possessed of the weapons I believed I
possessed then. : -

6. Et Maintenant,
a Nous Deux!

OcCTOBER, 1925. I was eighteen, a university student—and free. The
only thing I had to do was go to the administrative offices of the
university with my baccalaureate diploma and enroll in the Faculty
of Letters and Philosophy. I had in mind to take a number of
courses, but since attendance was not required I was content to go
regularly only to the first few sessions. Then, almost without realiz-
ing it, I found myself coming to the university less and less fre-
quently. Not all the professors disappointed me, but I had the im-
pression that I could learn better at home, in my attic. I remember
the first classes of Ridulescu-Motru. He was only about sixty at the
time, but he looked much older. His voice was very weak, he could
hardly see, and he walked with difficulty, bent over a cane; he
didn’t recognize faces and he didn’t remember names. A few years
later, as the result of an operation, he was completely rejuvenated.
When I went to see him after my return from India in 1932, he
looked ten years younger. But his lectures in the fall of 1925 discour-
aged me. I preferred to read carefully again his Outline of Psychology,
which had appeared in print a few years previously.

P. P. Negulescu impressed me by his hieratic rigidity, which he
undoubtedly considered the supreme expression of self-discipline.
He smiled moderately and occasionally wiped his lips and forehead

" with a handkerchief that he took, with a calculated discretion, from
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the inside pocket of his suit coat. It was said that he tried to imitate
his master, Titu Maiorescu. His course was called “Philosophical En-
cyclopedia,” and in it he proposed to show the dependence of philo-
sophical thought on the discoveries and progress of science. In the
classes I attended he made reference to all the sciences, from astron-
omy to chemistry. This should have fascinated me, but there was
something about the attitude of P. P. Negulescu that kept me at a
distance. In the first place, I disliked his superiority complex, which
he betrayed by his pale, sardonic smile and the casual way he spoke
of metaphysics and great philosophical systems, letting it be under-
stood that all these were nothing more than “speculations lacking
contact with reality.” He believed only in science; and that was
commendable, except that he was no scientist; he got his informa-
tion from reading books and articles of a popular variety. This I had
done too—in lycée! In the lectures I heard him give, it seemed to me
that T often recognized passages from some volume in Bibliothéque
scientifique, the famous series with the red covers published by
Flammarion. ' :
In the second place, I quickly realized that I had no new facts
and no original method to learn from Negulescu. He was an honest,
forthright teacher and knew many things, but in listening to him I
never had the impression that his learning was a response to an
inner necessity. I could not discern in him Faust’s thirst for knowl-
edge, but only the persistent and methodical labor of someone who
wants to be informed at any price, and then only because his profes-
sion obliges him to be. In fact, he resembled some of the prize pupils I
had known in lycée. Had he been asked to teach comparative phi-
lology, he would have learned it with the same patience and compe-
tency—but out of textbooks. Calculating and meticulous, he would
never have ventured to read specialized monographs and articles.
He might have wasted too much time, he might have risked becom-
ing involved in peripheral problems! He lacked any passion for sci-
entific research. He was content to be “informed”—in most in-
stances, from the abbreviated studies written for the nonspecialist.

- During my first year at the university I did not have much to do
with P. P. Negulescu. I remember only that at one session of his
seminar on the pre-Socratics, I stood up in the back of the room and
spoke about Oriental influences, which I then believed to have been
very important. I think he noticed me, but my interruption did not
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leave a favorable impression. He didn’t like students to bring into
the discussion points of view that he, the professor, did not consider
worthy of being discussed. And he certainly didn’t like my manner
of speaking: fast, enthusiastic, without a plan, sometimes with stam-
mering, giving the impression that I thought what I was saying was
extremely important for an understanding of the origins of Greek
thought. Negulescu preferred young men who were cut on his own
last: calm, controlled, colorless. Even during that autumn he had
already taken notice of Posescu, who later became his assistant, and
whom he would have liked to have seen become successor to his
chair. Posescu never missed a class, smiled when the teacher smiled,
followed him to his office, and walked a step behind him in the
halls of the university. I kept running into Negulescu and his disci-
ples repeatedly, both as a student and later, when I served as Nae
Ionescu’s assistant.
’ ’ 14

Mircea Florian was at that time lecturer in the history of philos-
ophy. I had read in the sixth year his Introduction to Philosophy, and
I went to hear him like an old friend. He did not disappoint me, but
neither did he captivate me. He was to lecture on Berkeley, and I
was among the first to enroll in his seminar. I had the impression
that he would have liked to know me better; he was amiable and he
invited me to accompany him to bookstores to purchase books for
the seminar library collection. At the time, Florian was a man of
about thirty-eight or forty, blond, robust, almost fat, and always
smelled of eau de cologne. Only vague memories remain of his
courses and lectures. His voice was too weak for his weight, and he
spoke as though he were choked by some secret, mysterious emo-
tion. He liked to talk, as well as write, “beautifully.” He would say,
for instance, “The white lily of Nietzsche’s philosophy.” He was
also a librarian for the King Carol I Foundation, and I used to see
him sitting majestically at his desk, reading old volumes of the Re-
vue Philosophigue. 1 think I should have become closer to him had
there also not been Nae Ionescu.

At that time Nae Ionescu, like Mircea Florian, was a young lec-
turer, having taught at the university for only a few years. He con-
ducted classes in logic and metaphysics, and held a seminar in the
history of logic. I shall never forget the first class in metaphysics I
attended under him. He had announced a lecture on “Faust and the
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Problem of Salvation.” The large lecture hall was completely filled,
and it was only with difficulty that I found a seat in the rear, on the
last bench. There entered a dark-haired, pale-complexioned man; his
temples were bare and his black, bushy eyebrows were arched al-
most diabolically. He had large somber eyes of steel blue, unusually
bright; and when he glanced over the auditorium it seemed that
lightning flashed in the hall. He was thin, rather tall, dressed sober-
ly but with a careless elegance, and he had the most beautiful and
expressive hands I had ever seen, with long, slender, nervous fin-

gers. When he spoke, those hands modeled his thoughts, underscor- -

ing nuances and anticipating difficulties and question marks.

He was greeted, according to custom, with applause, but Ionescu
stopped it by raising his arm quickly. “If you have the right to ap-
plaud,” he said, “you should also have the right to boo when you
don’t like a class. But the law prohibits booing in university lecture
halls—so please, don’t applaud.” '
~ He sat down on the chair, looked over the audience all the way
to the rear of the auditorium, and started to speak. Suddenly, there
was an unnatural silence, as if everyone were holding his breath.
Nae Ionescu did not speak like a professor: he was giving us neither
a lesson nor a lecture. It was a conversation that he had begun, and
he seemed to be addressin