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      This PhD thesis relies on the in-depth analysis of Norman Manea’s writings as 

fictional environments of recuperatory memory and scripts of identity reconfiguration. The 

two concepts present in the title of the thesis, cultural memory and textual-identity structures, 

have guided our research efforts toward a critical reception of the texts selected form Norman 

Manea’s work from the perspective of both memory and identity narrations. 

The originality of the approach resides in the fact that the extended analysis primarily 

tackles a corpus of texts reflecting the variety of the types of discourse in Norman Manea’s 

writings: autofiction (The Hooligan’s Return), novels (The Lair, The Black Envelope), short 

stories (Compulsory Happiness), autobiographic essay (On Clowns. The Dictator and the 

Artist), narrative dialogues (The Eastern Courier. Dialogue with Edward Kanterian, The 

Nomad Text. The Snail’s House. II, Words from Exile. Norman Manea in Dialogue with 

Hannes Stein, The Drawers of Exile. Dialogue with Leon Volovici).  

           Chapter I, Cultural Memory and Identity. A Theoretical and Critical 

Background. The Evolution of the Concepts, is an introductory chapter based on a 

theoretical presentation of the main concepts behind our interpretative analysis. Throughout 

our research, we have resorted to the theoretical findings on the concept of cultural memory1 

from the sociological perspective (Maurice Halbwachs), from the perspective of cultural 

studies (Jan Assmann), from the perspective of the pathologies of memory (Paul Ricoeur, 

Tvetan Todorov, Thomas Keller), and from the perspective of the globalization phenomenon 

(Iulian Boldea), without pretending to exhaust the problematics generated by the concept 

presented in this theoretical sequence. The aim of this research is to provide an overview of 

the strategies by means of which Norman Manea’s texts function as identity and memory 

narrations; therefore, the theoretical framework of cultural memory will be supported by that 

of the narrative identity. As far as the reception of Norman Manea’s texts as narrations of 

memory, we have identified the presence of the markers of cultural memory in the selected 

                                                           
1 Among other researchers who have explored and extended the meanings of the concept of cultural memory 

through their studies, we can mention the following names: Astrid Erll, Ann Rigney (Literature and the 

Production of Cultural Memory: Introduction), Birgit Neumann (The literary Reprezentations of Memory), Joël  

Candau (La métamémoire ou la mise en récit du travail du mémoire), Marianne Hirsch (Family Frames. 

Photography Narrative and Postmemory), Pierre Nora (Le lieux de mémoire). 
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texts: the cultural reference (identity patterns common to both the communist and the 

transition periods), the impact and relevance of the cultural reference, the identity semantics 

of space and time (J. Assmann2), the reconfiguration of the past, the discourse reflecting a 

double system of reference (on the one hand, the personal history, and on the other hand, the 

identity referents affecting each individual: the social, cultural, and political context and 

different mentalities), the abusive practices of memory. In Norman Manea’s case, the on-the-

edge experiences whose remembrance retroactively reconfigures the individual’s identity are: 

the totalitarianism, the Gulag, and the exile. From this angle, we have identified and analyzed 

the point of view of a witness directly facing the terror of history, which projects a double 

perspective on the past: the one of the exiled, the uprooted, and the one of the writer who 

wants to give a meaning to his existence by integrating the lived time into the confessed time. 

Taking into consideration the relationship biography – fiction and the way the two 

levels influence each other, we have corroborated them with Paul Ricoeur’s theory referring 

to the narrative identity as a binomial idem – ipse3, and we have identified the strategies of 

identity construction and reconstruction in a diversity of autobiographical types of discourse 

in Norman Manea’s work. By reminiscing on and reiterating his personal history, Norman 

Manea retroactively reconstructs a split identity and recomposes it with every new identity 

variant he builds (the deported boy, the clown, the hooligan, the marginalized, the misfit, 

Augustus the Fool, the eternal exiled). In order to do this, he makes use of the conventions of 

the types of discourse we have previously mentioned.   

In the second chapter, Writers in Totalitarianism and Post-totalitarianism – 

Cultural-Identity Models, we have emphasized the means by which the external referent 

influences the behavioral and mentality patterns of the intellectuals. The totalitarian regime in 

Romania witnesses a disturbance of the external referent4, through his aggressive influence 

on the individual’s identity. The consequence is an identity leveling, depersonalization, and 

alienation. During the totalitarian period, Norman Manea’s case reveals an instance of 

                                                           
2 Jan Assmann, Memoria culturală. Scriere, amintire şi identitate politică în marile culturi antice,  Editura   

Universităţii “Alexandru Ioan Cuza”, Iaşi, 2013, p. 24 
3 Paul Ricoeur, Soi-même comme un autre, Seuil, Paris, 1990, p. 141 
4 Alex Mucchielli, L’identité, Presses Universitaires de France, Paris, 1986, p. 10. The concept of identity 

referent belongs to Alex Mucchielli, a specialist in communication sciences, who has defined identity taking 

into account all the social actors and the different types of contexts / identity referents defining the individual’s 

interactions and future development. For instance, historical referents include important historical events (with 

either a positive or a negative connotation), that have changed mentalities, beliefs, customs etc.   
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indirect subversion, which is the result of writing Aesopic literature and thus deviating from 

the official aesthetics. In the post-totalitarian period marking his exile into America, the 

writer adopts a double cultural identity5, as Eva Behring notices. His integration in this 

cultural-identity model is justifiable in terms of the transfer of ideas, attitudes, and mentalities 

between the two cultural spaces, the national one and the American one.  

The third chapter, Norman Manea – A Crossover Critical Reception of his Work, 

focuses on a chronological presentation of the various critical trends dominating the reception 

of his work according to the cultural space whose representatives have displayed some 

interest in the writer’s texts – the Romanian phase (marked by the totalitarian regime) and the 

phase of the critical reception coming from other cultural spaces (marked by exile and the 

recuperatory or antagonistic discourses). Taking into account the writer’s increasing visibility 

in the multicultural space of global literature6, we have also added a reception perspective in 

accordance with this concept. 

The fourth chapter, “The Variants of a Self-Portrait” – Identity Representations 

and (Re)Fictionalizations, examines the configuration of the identity avatars with a 

constellation of narrative and stylistic formulas belonging to the technical and 

methodological inventory in chapter I.  In the discoursive forms we have analyzed, the 

narrative identity is assumed in the first person and projected by means of different fictional 

masks. For example, the fictional masks from the novel The Lair (2009) fit into the typology 

of the exiled East-European intellectual, who is trying to use his memory and writing as a 

means of retroactively recuperating his past and his personal identity while avoiding the 

clichés of anonymous collectivity. The transfer of biographical data from the author to his 

fictional mask, Peter Gaşpar, is easily recognizable in the following elements: the Jewish 

identity component since Peter is born of marked parents; the Holocaust experience lived by 

his parents; the reading escape; the American exile; his experience as a university professor, 

and the reverberations of his article on Eliade’s legionary period.  

In the subchapter The Hooligan and the Autofiction Formula – The Hooligan’s 

Return (2008), the narrative identity is constructed with the autofiction conventions. The 

result is an ambiguous fictional projection oscillating between verisimilitude and lack of 

verisimilitude, according to the problematic relationship between biography and fiction at the 
                                                           
5 Eva Behring, Scriitori români din exil 1945 – 1989, Editura Fundației Culturale Române, București, 2001, 

p.164 
6 Pascale Casanova, Republica mondială a literelor, Editura Art, București, 2016 
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level of the text. The writer makes use of the following textualized autobiographical 

elements: the deportation in Transnistria, the specificity of life in communism, the writer’s 

relationship with the censorship and the political authority, and the exile. In The Hooligan’s 

Return, the split identity is hidden behind some fictional masks that become projections of 

the author: the allogen, the buffoon/clown, the hooligan, or child Noah.  

        In the subchapter The Clown’s Apprenticeship in the Autobiographical Essay – On 

Clowns. The Dictator and the Artist (2013), the narrative identity is constructed with the 

strategies characteristic of the autobiographical essay. As far as the discourse deliverer is 

concerned, this acquires a double function as both the subject and the object of the discourse, 

as it happens with the discoursive formula applied by Manea too. As a consequence, the 

writer is symbolically camouflaged under the mask of Augustus the Fool, who represents the 

Artist tired of the deceiving promises of utopia. In a Renaissance reading, the buffoon is the 

carrier of the unofficial truth, the same as in Manea’s essays, where Augustus the Fool 

reflects the author’s subversive attitude to Power.   

One of the limitations of our research could be related to the very limits of the 

narrative theory of the self, conceived as a process or a permanent search, at the end of which 

the self discovers and accepts its own alterity. The owner of a hybrid identity feels the need 

of an identity certainty. In this respect, an illustrative example is the sequence at the end of 

the novel The Lair (2009), when the subjective narrator and his girlfriend contemplate their 

shadows projected on a wall and functioning as metaphors of the evanescence of the identity 

marker: “The ephemeral was not frightening me. I was looking at the impression left on the 

pillow, after the night had died away. Lu was showing me our joined shadows on the white 

wall, and we were both happy with the sunrays of the coming day that was going to wipe 

them out. We were ravishing the ravished pillow for any trace to disappear. We did not want 

any marks and memories. Lu had accepted the captive’s decision to defend himself from his 

own self, albeit unsuccessfully.”7 

 

 

 

 

 

 
                                                           
7 Norman Manea, Vizuina, Polirom, Iași, 2009, p. 366 
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