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Norman Manea: A Life of Caring Refusal 

Biography 

Norman Manea is a Romanian-Jewish writer born in 1936 in Bukovina, a Romanian 

province. During WWII, the right-wing military dictatorship – aligned with Germany 

– deported Moldavian and Bessarabian Jews to camps in Transnistria, which German-

Romanian armies had occupied. Manea was expelled with his parents at the age of 5, 

a painful formative experience, most vividly captured in two stories – ‘Proust’s Tea’ 

and ‘The Pullover’ (2016a) – and in his auto-biographical novel The Return of the 

Hooligan (2016b). The family returned to Romania in 1945 – just as the totalitarian, 

Soviet-sponsored communist regime was consolidating its power. As an adolescent, 

he briefly feels the lure of communism, but is soon disenchanted by its terror and 

nationalistic slippages. Manea witnesses the worsening of the conditions in the 

country: the rise of the dictator’s cult of personality, the consolidation of the 

omnipotent secret police and its network of thousands of informers, the complete 

control of society by the state and the gradual impoverishment of the population to 

pay, in a very short period of time, the international debt, which the leader saw as 

endangering his political independence globally.1 At 50, persecuted by the secret 

police for his writing and unable to continue living ‘a dissimulated life’ alongside the 

many rhinoceros surrounding him, Manea flees – first to Germany and then the US, 

where he builds a career as a professor and author at Bard College. In 1997, after the 

fall of totalitarianism, he visits Romania, 11 years after his second exile. All these 

peregrinations make the object of a vast oeuvre, on which I selectively rely to draw a 

picture of duplicity under enduring conditions of repression. Before I engage with his 

fiction, I trace his trajectory as a consistent, lucid analyst of widespread, resilient 

chameleonic duplicities in the Romanian 20th Century. 

Throughout his career Manea repeatedly affirmed his loving commitment to the 

Romanian language and the rich community of meaning and intelligibility it 

constituted. A ‘non-Jewish Jew’, he wrote and thought in Romanian and identified 

with its literature and philosophy. When exiled, he found solace in language and its 

culture, which he carried like a snail carries its home-like shell (1999). Because of this 

unwavering commitment to the Romanian hermeneutical space, he experiences 

painfully its subsequent rhinocerations in the 1930s at the hands of the fascists, and 

then during the four decades of communist dictatorship. As a writer, he realises that 

rhinoceros can be both green and red (2000): substantially, ultra-nationalist discourses 

passed seamlessly from the fascists to the communists and formally, these discourses 

colonised the hermeneutical space of memory and meaning-making. In its 

Ceauşescian guise, communism propagated an ultra-nationalist vision, which 

informed the official history taught in schools and displayed in museums. Romania’s 
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participation in the Holocaust was erased and a narrative about the country’s 

‘liberation’ from the ‘fascist yoke’ by the Red Army was conveniently propagated: 

there was no reckoning with the military campaign alongside Germany, the virulent 

anti-Semitism of the 1930s and its murderous effects (Comisia Internationala pentru 

Studierea Holocaustului in Romania 2007) within and beyond its borders, in the 

‘bloodlands’ (Snyder, 2010). The state institutionalised a xenophobic myth of national 

re-founding, casting a dark shadow over Jewish, German and Hungarian Romanians. 

(Copilaş, 2015; Verdery, 1991)  

Manea initially trained as an engineer to avoid the inescapable political subordination 

of the literary world. During the 1960s, when the regime partially ‘relaxed’ its policy 

of eliminating dissenters, he published several volumes using post-modern codes to 

by-pass the censorship machine: 

Censorship is the mother of metaphor,’ wrote Borges, and truth in Romanian 

literature was forced to find refuge in obscurity and ingenious codes, surviving 

in often equivocal and obscure forms. The reader expected from literature what 

he could not find in newspapers, history books, or sociology. The reader read 

between the lines and the writer accepted this distortion as the inevitable price 

to pay for solidarity with his audience … But at least culture allowed for a kind 

of underground life … a kind of spiritual dialogue at a time when the ubiquity 

of the secret police made real dialogue impossible. (Manea, 2010, p. 33) 

His struggles with the censors were chronicled in great detail in his essays. (2013a) 

Reflecting on the censuring of about 80% of the manuscript of his novel Plicul 

negru/The Black Envelope he reflects on the temporal horizons of hope open to ordinary 

citizens and himself as a writer:  

Giving up publication presupposed a different kind of hope: the hope of a 

political change or the hope of publishing the book abroad or the postponing of 

publication into posterity. The hope of an ideological relaxation was, in 1985-

1986 tied to the ‘biological solution’, that is, the long awaited and long delayed 

death of the Führer. To send a novel abroad, in times of absolute surveillance 

and the prohibition of any contact with foreigners? To publish an ample and 

coded novel abroad, coming from a quasi-unknown literature? Posterity? Not 

just an undetermined equation, but also ‘state property’. You could not assume 

to hide sufficiently well a novel about which the censors (and so also the secret 

police) knew so much about. (2013a, p. 98) 

Referring to the communist dictator as the Führer is not accidental. Beyond the general 

communist rhinoceration, he was particularly concerned with the virulent 

resurrection of fascist ideas in the regime’s rhetoric and policies, as well as in the most 

visible public intellectual’s work, C. V. Tudor, the court poet. Manea problematised 

publicly – assuming great risks – the conflation of left and right ideologies, the gradual 



 3 

masquerading of public debates, and the loss of intelligibility caused by the wooden 

official language. He argued Romanians, including intellectuals, lived in a moral and 

hermeneutical ‘swamp’: ‘In 1986 I finally realised what I should have understood 40 

years ago… the Communist horror was not just replacing the previous one, it had co-

opted it.’ (Manea, 2016b, p. 141)  

In response, he was called ‘extraterritorial’, ‘cosmopolitan’, ‘traitor’, ‘the dwarf from 

Jerusalem’ and ‘American spy’ – typical anti-Semitic slurs. While the Communist 

Party declaratively distanced itself from Tudor’s position, anti-Semitism continued to 

inform official policy towards Jewish Romanians, ‘invited’ to emigrate to Israel. 

Provided a certain sum of money was paid (per capita) by the Israeli government, 

Jewish Romanians could leave the country (Ioanid, 2015). The Party thus made sure 

the ethnic purification of the nation was lucrative.  

Manea himself was ‘invited’ to take this ‘opportunity’ after he wrote against the 

elements of fascist rhinoceritis that had melded harmoniously with Ceauşescu’s 

version of national-communism into a stifling, official monologue, parroted – or 

trumpeted – by officials and intellectuals, artists and ordinary citizens alike, too 

terrorised, too comfortably co-opted or too numbed to oppose it:  

The universe of The Lie is more ambiguous and more varied. The Lie is man’s 

most extraordinary invention. Between its benign game and maleficent 

perversity a vast human terrain opens up, an abyss which, at times, we fear to 

scrutinise.’ (Stavans & Manea, 1997, p. 104, my emphasis).  

The many who enter the grey zone of complicity become clowns – agents of 

dissimulation – who ‘wear, as masks, their own faces’ (Manea, 2016b, p. 257). He 

refused to leave the country, assuming the risks of staying, to try – however 

unsuccessfully – to tell a different story about the closure of the political and 

hermeneutical space. Observing the deterioration of human relationships and the 

affirmation of meaningless, official trumpeting of ‘Truth’, he assumed a personal 

responsibility, a Sisyphean and dangerous labour of challenging skewed, mystifying 

accounts of history, the present and the future. 

Once his work was published, Manea became aware that his insistence on being a 

writer constituted a partial form of duplicity with the order. He reflected on the risks 

of contamination and admitted openly that other writers had been more heroic: he 

self-critically discussed his limited opposition to the regime – that mostly took the 

form of dissenting articles published in various reviews and heavily coded critical 

narratives in his fiction.2 And yet, under the circumstances, this was more than many 

had the courage to do. Moreover, he had refused the easiest way out, i.e. leaving the 

country: his commitment to the language and to the space of intelligibility remained 

                                                 
2 He considers Paul Goma a true dissident (Cugno, Manea, and Camiller 1997). 
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the deciding factor, that nothing could outweigh. Consequently, for decades he 

assumed the frustrating labour of caring for the heavily mutilated space of meaning.  

It is only upon turning 50 that, harassed by the police and having lost any hope for 

change, he asked for asylum in Germany. This was an extremely painful decision 

(Manea, 1999, 2016b) for, in leaving his country, he left a world he was deeply attached 

to, without which he could scarcely imagine existence and meaning: ‘the linguistic 

shock of exile was, for my sensibility, a kind of second “Holocaust.”’ (Manea & Cotter, 

2003, p. 164). However, even from afar, he continued to nurture and toil for the 

pluralisation of the hermeneutical space through publications and interviews, now 

addressed to a wider public, which included the Romanian diaspora, itself not 

immune to nationalist mystifications. 

His public interventions were not, however, cruel or moralistically intransigent. He 

sees his fellow citizens as ‘human beings, imperfect and vulnerable to hope’ living in 

‘one of the most cunning and sadistic’ systems that ever existed and that ‘knew 

perfectly how to … manipulate them.’  (Cugno, Manea, & Camiller, 1997, pp. 123, 127)  

His pointing to the rhinoceration of most social strata is underpinned by a perpetual 

process of soul-searching – lest he should himself fall prey to the moral viscosity of 

decades of authoritarianism, green and red. Reflecting in his own positionality, Manea 

understands himself as a writer-citizen, whose work always involves hazards and 

difficulties, to be countered by certain virtues: 

I really believed in this double, complementary integrity: that the writer 

should remain, in his work, faithful to the artistic criterion and, in his social 

life, he should keep his social moral fortitude in confronting the lies directed 

by the manipulators of public life. This was never and nowhere easy. (Stavans 

& Manea, 1997, p. 104)   

Manea is particularly distressed by the after-effects of these phenomena after 1989. 

From Bard college, he continues to contribute intensely to the public conversation in 

Romania, devoting arduous efforts to explaining publicly why we must refuse the 

founding myths of 1989 – just like he refused those of 1947.3 He rejects the second 

erasure of the Holocaust and the prioritisation of the Gulag in the emerging national 

narrative. This political manoeuvre allowed, once again, the seamless reproduction of 

ultra-nationalist discourses into the post-communist period. (Cugno et al., 1997; 

Molesworth, 1997; Shafir, 2000; Stavans & Manea, 1997) The national myth imposed 

after 1989 aimed the focus of the politics of memory on the communist crimes against 

the members of the democratic parties, and especially on the victimisation of the entire 

population by the Ceaușescu clan. The immediate target of the successor regime were 

                                                 
3 In 1947 all parties were dissolved and their leaders purged by the Communist Party, supported by 

the Soviet Union. 
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the top executive officials, while the state apparatus and the multiple rhinoceros who 

kept it functioning were mostly left untouched.  

This political settlement – sponsored by the National Salvation Front (my emphasis), 

itself a successor to the Communist Party – was coupled with the uncritical 

rehabilitation of certain intellectuals of the 1930s, many of whom Ionesco had already 

included in the herd of rhinoceros: Mircea Eliade, Emil Cioran, Constantin Noica were 

rediscovered and canonised as beacons of culture. This took a careful editing of their 

political biographies, especially in relation to their endorsement of the fascist Iron 

Guard. (Shafir, 2000) Manea provided a careful, patient and civil engagement with the 

proponents of this vision of post-communist settlement, highlighting the 

incompatibilities between this skewed, rhinocerised vision of the past and the desire 

to transition to democracy. A democracy’s hermeneutical space should be open to a 

plurality of views about the past: instead, the post-1989 political and intellectual elites 

fell prey to the old habit of exclusionary trumpeting, both substantially and formally. 

Manea’s insistence on long-term political memory is not naïve: he hopes that a 

complete account of the past is impossible, because only thus there will here always 

be room for ‘uncertainty, questioning, discovering, room for literature.’ (Stavans and 

Manea, 1997, 105). Contributing to the space of meaning by injecting uncertainty and 

questioning all too facile, stifling accounts of history requires sustained emotional 

attachment, which must not, however, degenerate into sentimentalism or illusions of 

establishing the final ‘Truth’: 

‘[S]chooled early in the traumas of dislocation and dispossession, of 

foreseeable and unforeseeable danger … I can no longer stand the old role of 

victimhood. It sickens me. I try as much as I can to avoid becoming a specialist 

on lamentation.’ (Manea & Cotter, 2003, p. 164) 

Avoiding reductionism, self-righteousness, condescension or reproach, Manea 

embraces humility, reflexivity and sustained concern. He relies on his knowledge of 

the historical sources of rhinoceritis and warns the present and the future about its 

sequelae. In his explosive essays ‘Felix Culpa’ and ‘Incompatibilities’ (Manea, 1998, 

2013b)4 – where he unpacks the cult of Mircea Eliade’s personality after 1989 as a sign 

of what I would call ‘enduring rhinoceritis’ – are written in a graceful and balanced 

tone, firm but not virulent. Stylistically too, Manea refuses rhinoceration.  

Thematically, Manea’s novels, essays and short stories, engage with the pernicious 

effects of a grotesque, circus-like, yet existence, in which everyone – not at the same 

time and not at the same pace – becomes complicitous, mostly because of a dire lack 

of alternatives. Manea tackles this thorny issue sensitive to the varied temporal and 

intersubjective dimensions of human hopes, fears and action, with both humour and 

                                                 
4 Included in his volume On Clowns (Despre Clovni (2013a). 



 6 

compassion. His characters constitute a parti-coloured crowd, full of complexity and 

ambiguity, not the uniformly victimised, amorphous mass that the founding myths of 

1989 affirmed. Manea writes: 

The totalitarian society remains, however, incomparable, an extreme situation 

whose limits can be always extended, whose malign potential creates a 

cancerous social pathology. A society not at all monolithic, unlike what the 

communists hoped and the anti-communists claimed, characterised, in fact, 

by ambiguity and duplicity, marks and artifices. Only the bosses and the 

trainers of the totalitarian Circus believed in the absolute magic of terror and 

the fascination of false trophies. (2013a, p. 11) 

For example, in ‘Biografia robot’ (‘Identikit Biography’), first published in 1981, he 

addresses the continuities between the Romanian extreme right and extreme left 

ideologies by humorously outlining the biography of a communist activist, written in 

the wooden language and the style of communist party reports. A rhinoceros clearly 

emerges from the pages of the story. For a long time during his youth, the aspiring 

revolutionary ‘oscillated between extremes, from the right to the left and back again’ 

until he finally found the path towards the only true revolution (2011a, p. 66) As a 

journalist, he works to subordinate the newspaper (emblematically called) The 

Trumpet to the party’s goals and wants to singlehandedly write all the editorial 

articles. He displays ‘a principled, intransigent attitude. During party meetings … he 

stands out for his harsh rejection of the others’ attempts to question the party line or 

their indulgence towards grave deviations’ by plotters and seditionists. ‘He tirelessly 

leads a campaign against conciliation, liberalism, petty bourgeois tendencies’ (2011a, 

p. 80) He earns the nickname ‘the corporal’, ‘not because of the obtuseness with which 

he interprets instructions … but because he always enunciates his orders and rebukes 

while frowning, probably unconsciously, and rudely, in a hoarse, shrieking voice.’ 

(2011a, p. 81) The Corporal does not, however, remain a loud ideological zealot for his 

entire life and this is where Manea’s sensitivity for individuals’ dynamic, complex 

positionality and the horizons of action they open at various points in time becomes 

apparent. As he grows old, we find the Corporal employed as a financial inspector, 

working in a branch of the state’s savings trust, surrounded by women colleagues 

who bomb him with maternal attention, investigate him curiously and successfully 

plead with him to get them access to various goods, difficult to procure otherwise.  

Studying characters dynamically shows Manea’s great capacity to capture the lived 

experience of oppression temporally. The repressive state apparatus has control over 

time, which it renders predictable through the twin process of fixing the Future as 

Golden and of immersing society into a warmish, enduring sludge of duplicity that 

everyone learns to inhabit. Manea captures the co-option of large groups to the state 

apparatus with precise humour. In the same novella, at the Institute of Futurology, its 

new director wishes to expand its research methodology. (2011a) He prefers to achieve 
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this goal by diversifying the pool of collaborators rather than acquiring new 

instruments. Alongside the mathematicians, psychologists physicists, medics and 

jurists, the director will recruit a dactylographer, a taxi driver, a restaurant manager, 

a kindergarten teacher, a novelist, a human resource manager, a gym teacher, a 

customs officer and a bank inspector. During their meetings they discuss ‘the future, 

i.e. something inexistent. In any case, something that does not yet exist. That is to say, 

heaven.’ (2011a, p. 73) Any Romanian reader knows that this is an oblique reference 

to the Golden Age of communist prosperity and progress, announced on TV screens, 

newspapers and history textbooks. The members of the Institute read stories about 

societies engulfed in a generalised syndrome of renunciation, called ‘The Taedium 

Syndrome’. (2011a, p. 60) The syndrome takes the form of a gradual psychosis that 

affects everyone, pushing more and more professionally active people into early 

retirement. Society is paralysed, morphing into a mute abandon, punctuated by 

sporadic acts of violence. This is Manea’s apocalyptic hope of a collapse of the system 

through a generalised withdrawal from its circus-like reality, a hope that he retakes in 

his novel Plicul Negru/The Black Envelope. Other topics of debate at the institute are: 

‘dissimulated behaviour’, ‘militarism in the kindergartens’, ‘the partial truth: between 

slogan and practice’, and ‘the synoptic of captive happiness’. (2011a, p. 61) 

The madhouse is the only space of freedom, for it is only there that people can really 

mean what they say. It features in several novellas and novels as a space of withdrawal 

and refusal – but not of overt political resistance. When the members of the Institute 

of Futurology visit a mental illness sanatorium, they discover that ‘the ill people’s 

interventions demonstrated a perplexing acuity, questioning the line between health 

and illness: illness proved to be a much deeper and more authentic mode of perceiving 

reality!’ In contrast, the healthy appeared as ‘self-regulating ordinary mechanisms, 

indifferent and cynical.’ (2011a, p. 61) 

Intellectuals suffer more because of their lucidity and incapacity to fully submerge 

themselves into the viscous folds of duplicity. Two strategies emerge. Some stay away 

from interacting with the party apparatchiks our of ‘sanitary reasons’ – this is also the 

case of the Savant in the ‘Trenchiul’/’The Trenchcoat’ (2011b, p. 153). In Zilele si 

jocul/The Days and the Game (2012) Manea describes the differences between those who 

could and those who could not cultivate hope, between those who could act in order 

to fulfil those hopes and those who could not. A young, remarkably intelligent and 

erudite man, withdraws into the social periphery, isolates himself, to preserve his 

independence outside the ‘lavish land of adaptability’ (2012, p. 262): 

He had withdrawn, just like that, from the struggle! He had not mobilised, 

desperate, to find way back into it. Panic and shame give rise to active 

hopelessness – the hopelessness of survival – only in those who, early on, get 

used to living in humiliation and uncertainty, and so also with the need to hold 

on to, at all costs, the hooks of an anchor. (2012, p. 102, my translation) 
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To live is to embrace duplicity. Embracing an apolitical stance, they shirk away from 

engaging with the dissimulated world of winkers. ‘Being apolitical was, after all, a 

shirking: a codified refuse within only because active because it was exceptional.’ 

(2013a, p. 41)  

Others, such as Tolea in Plicul Negru/The Black Evelope take on the role of August the 

Fool, embracing the grotesque as mechanisms of surviving in the totalitarian circus. 

They are lucid, maladjusted, insightful individuals, who confront the Clowns of 

Power – the repressive apparatus – in an overwhelming display of buffoonery. Manea 

himself identifies with August the Fool and his anti-systemic existence: 

August is … the intruder, who always comes in when he is not supposed to 

and who, passionately wanting to be useful, subverts other people’s efforts, the 

false fool who bows before the circus’s director, offers flowers and sends kisses 

to the riding acrobat … but who, in the end, unleashes his cunning revenge in 

an unsuspected show of force. (1979). 

August uses laughter to insidiously highlights the artificiality of the circus, thus 

causing a crack in its dissimulated reality. However, he cannot be eliminated by the 

Clown of Power for bringing down the full force on August would vindicate and ratify 

his work in ways   

In what follows, I discuss several fictional works which insightfully problematise 

complicity as a practice, if not a way of life, that comprises almost the entire 

population, revealing it in its temporal and relational complexity and highlighting the 

costs of trying to avoid it. The duration of the repressive regime and its distorting 

effect on human beings makes Manea a gentle, indulgent observer of his compatriots’ 

survival strategies and the continuities between different types of authoritarian 

intoxications.  

Plicul negru/The Black Envelope (2015) 

Manea’s novel Plicul negru/The Black Envelope (2015) took a long time to appear in press 

in 1986, three years before the end of communism. As mentioned above, its mutilation 

at the hands of the censors is chronicled in Manea’s essays. The text is highly engaging: 

it keeps the reader guessing, it is full of innuendos and clues, never transparent, 

enveloping her in the ambiguity of the elusive, viscous reality it seeks to capture. In 

what follows I zoom in on certain themes, to examine his temporally and contextually 

sensitive engagement with widespread duplicity. Thus, I will not offer here an 

exhaustive reconstruction of this highly complex novel.    

The main character is Anatol Dominic Voinea-Voinov, nicknamed Tolea, an erudite 

high-school teacher who had lost his job in dubious circumstances – it is not clear 

whether because of his bisexuality or a set up by the secret police. At the opening of 
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the novel, he is 50, working as a receptionist in a hotel in Bucharest – a job his good 

friend Dr. Marga, a psychiatrist and his landlord, Mr. Gafton, a retired journalist, 

helped him get. Tolea is Jewish on his father side and we find out that his family had 

been greatly affected during the rise of the fascist parties of the 1930s and 1940s. His 

father – a philosopher who became a wine merchant to become less visible and escape 

the persecutions of the fascist parties – dies in ambiguous circumstances, after he 

receives a letter containing death threats, couched in the anti-Semitic language of the 

WWII period. Tolea suspects the letter had been sent by one of his sisters’ admirers, 

whose love was unrequited. The novel centres on Tolea’s unsuccessful efforts to solve 

the mystery of his father’s death against the background of a complete mystification 

of reality and a climate of fear, characteristic of the last decade of the totalitarian 

regime. 

The characters in the novel constitute a diverse fauna, each located at the intersection 

of several vectors of identity and immersed, to a higher or lesser degree, in the 

duplicitous mire of a present without future. Tolea appears to be on the verge of a 

nervous break-down. Tormented by nightmares from the past and fears about 

potential intrusions by the secret police, he begins to lose sense of the boundary 

between his memories, his dreams and his bleak reality. He takes great pleasure in his 

downpours of sarcasm that target his less-educated, more humble colleagues at the 

hotel. He amazes everyone with how openly he criticises the dictator and the regime 

with great humour and wit. Tolea perorates in Latin and French, lectures about 

ancient history, WWII, the similarity between Argentine (right wing) and Romanian 

(communist) dictatorial regimes, oscillating between utter rudeness and impeccable 

politeness, the latter more demeaning in its paternalism than the former. His 

monologues are replete with abstruse – yet powerful – insights into rhinoceration and 

its metamorphoses between various ideological regimes: ‘Yesterday, the disease had 

only reached the neighbour or the neighbour’s neighbour, today it is already in you 

and it is too late. The premises of evil, in each captive, not only in the executioners?’ 

(2015, p. 12)  

Because he speaks freely about taboo political subjects, everyone assumes he has 

powerful protectors in the party-state apparatus. The entire society is submerged in 

fear and suspicion. Manea uses allegorical tropes to capture the experiential 

dimension of widespread duplicity.  Given the omnipresence of informers, all citizens 

bear the physical marks of dissimulation, a wrinkle-like scar under the left eye, caused 

by too much winking: while everyone speaks, speech is meaningless. Therefore, 

winking becomes the only form of true communication. Reality itself is dissimulated: 

everyone is pretending in order to survive, to exist socially, to get a modicum of 

happiness. Romanians live in ‘(A) world of surrogates, this circus of ours’ (2015, p. 

21). 
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Time is a central theme of the novel and all characters reflect on it. Ștefan Olaru, a 

brilliant student, Tolea’s mate, becomes an engineer and joins the ranks of the 

communist party, thus receiving all sorts of benefits forbidden to the more principled. 

He is unashamed to admit he had sided with the parvenus: ‘It is more interesting, 

believe me. I don’t like the losers, the déclassés. It is much more interesting on this side 

of the divide. Not just more useful. Much more interesting.’ (2015, p. 36) He delimits 

himself from those ‘who frown’ and who don’t wear watches, i.e. the intellectuals, 

who believe in posterity and the value of a pure conscience as a precondition for 

having a posterity. For him, ‘here and now’ is the only time, the only ‘correct code’ for 

living: to exist socially one must become duplicit. Aware of his mortality, Ștefan wants 

to live as well as he can, as intensely as he can, in the present, keeping busy, painfully 

aware that no radical political change was imminent. About 40 years earlier, Tolea’s 

father, Marcu, had similarly said: ‘The vain possession of a moment, that is all we can 

wish for.’ (2015, p. 74). For some, lucidity means a collusion with the present order, in 

the hope of owning time, even if for a short moment. Because the past is erased the 

future unimaginable ‘we are present, just present’ (2015, p. 169)  

Tolea’s cultivation of indifference to life emerges as the result of his biography and a 

complete lack of hope. He sees the rhinoceration of the 1930s and ‘40s reproduced 

under communism and has no illusions about ‘getting away with it’ – his rebellious 

tendencies and his identity as a Jew. As an intellectual and a survivor of deportations 

he had become completely aloof to reality:  

I don’t care, even if I do make it somehow. I really don’t. My indifference is 

harder than a diamond! My indifference is a diamond, Sir, harder than the heart 

of His Majesty the Supreme Script Writer, hidden everywhere, never to be found. 

Everywhere and nowhere, ha, the ultimate trick…’ (2015, p. 23) 

His only mode of being is defiance, the defiance of the polyglot intellectual, bored to 

death by the uniform passing of totalitarian time. As his breakdown approaches, Tolea 

is exasperated that ‘nothing ever happens … and predicting the future is forbidden’ 

(2015, p. 255) He dedicates himself to the futile search for the sender of the threatening 

letter addressed to his father, as a way to kill time and escape ‘(L)ies, jokes, 

adjustments. Indifference, the improvisations of survival. That is, Death. Death.’ 

(2015, p. 273).  

The letter Tolea’s father received had on it a picture of the Cerberus – the three-headed 

beast who guards the gates of Death’s underworld. The beast is also featured in 

Titian’s painting, The Allegory of Prudence, which depicts three male heads: a young 

man, a mature man and an old man, under whose heads one can symmetrically see a 

dog, a lion and a wolf. Tolea discusses this paining with Titian himself in one of his 

mad reveries, just before he has a complete mental breakdown. He perorates 

feverishly: ‘The Hungry wolf devours memories. The dominating, all-powerful lion, 

is the present. The future is hesitant, like a servile dog.’ (2015, p. 372) The painting also 
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features an inscription in Latin, ‘ex praeterito / praesens prudenter agit / ni futura 

actione deturpet’ (‘from the experience of the past, the present acts prudently, lest it 

spoil future actions’). Tolea becomes obsessive about the dictum and interpellates 

Titian: ‘(T)he present acts prudently. Pru-den-tly, that’s what you wrote. Prudently, 

not carelessly. With prudence, not indifference. The present acts prudently, not to 

harm the future.’ (2015, p. 371) The text on the painting stands in great contrast with 

the suspension of time as he experiences it: the horrible past infects the present and 

cancels the future, which is no longer imaginable. Being stuck in the present is fatal 

for Tolea, given the erasure of his and his family’s past and the inaccessibility of a 

different future. His breakdown is inevitable, leaving him in a state of prostration, but 

also ultimately free, in Dr. Marga’s hospital. 

Dr. Marga, the psychiatrist, also struggles with time. He lives the present he is stuck 

in recklessly. Marga does not have an eye, which leads the reader to think he refuses 

to wink – like all other dissimulators of the totalitarian circus. He smokes a lot, sleeps 

very little, medicates heavily in the hope of a sudden death – his only idea about how 

to control time. Marga is painfully aware of how lies become reality, once enunciated 

– in contrast to the clownish Tolea who insists that ‘(R)eality is not the ultimate truth, 

doctor… the juncture called reality can still be rejected.’ (2015, p. 274) Marga is 

psychologically more stable than Tolea and he dedicates himself to scaffolding those 

around him, friends and patients alike: ‘An hour of random chatting, among friends. 

This is how discussions with Marga went. Maybe his profession was just this, 

friendship, nothing else. ‘ (2015, p. 41)  

He offers medical succour, but mostly his kind understanding to ‘the party-coloured 

extras in the great farce. Men, women, children, soldiers, priests, vagabonds, peasants, 

prostitutes, ministers, undertakers, masks and surrogates, the great army of the 

defeated, the last remnants of normality, thunder-stricken by destiny, incapable of 

becoming indifferent, refusing health and indifference and normality.’ (2015, p. 100) 

Madness is the realm of true freedom: the mad live a normality that is not pre-

fabricated. They are the opposite of Olaru, an active protagonist in the farce, since they 

refuse to accept the present and cling on to their solidarity, ‘humble, vain, incurable: 

the solidarity of normal people! That’s all, the nobility of the last mad people, capable 

of sensing the wold’s going off the rails, the rupture and the screeching ignored by all 

those who toil to keep up the comedy that’s looking for an end.’ (2015, pp. 100–101) 

The mad people in the mad house scaffold each other, clinging on to each other and 

to their saviour, doctor Marga, a mad doctor in a mad house, who signs off early 

retirement applications and institutionalises those who cannot take it anymore. Thus, 

he enables those who cannot adjust to reality to escape it: his scaffolding is only 

palliative, as there is no ‘cure’ that could set time in motion once again. 

In contrast to the mad, the deaf are perfectly adjusted. Doing his detective work, Tolea 

visits a deaf people’s association, in search for the sender of that fateful letter to his 
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father. Manea hints that the servants of the regime are akin to the members of this 

association. The deaf are exemplary members of the new order: ‘Nothing distracts 

them during work. They don’t speak, they don’t hear, they don’t listen, they cannot 

gossip or joke. They don’t waste their thoughts on trifles. They work concentrated, all 

the time. They are orderly, disciplined, loyal. Loyal, the most important characteristic.’ 

(2015, p. 139) Tolea wonders if the members’ ‘amputated life had maintained any 

resource of ambiguity’ given that they were ‘armoured in their own isolation, in which 

there was no room for deviation, detours, delays, naughty jokes, gossip and 

controversies, hesitations and dilemmas’. (2015, p. 149) The director of the 

Association, Orest Popescu, is a specialist in the art of survival at all costs: a man who 

had fought on the German side in WWII and who had reinvented himself as a 

communist after 1945.  

Secret police informers are also ordinary ’beasts of the swamp called the present, that’s 

all.’ They are not ‘the Devil’s servants, they don’t enjoy such a high rank.’ (2015, p. 44) 

They had, however, penetrated the frightened souls of the country’s inhabitants, 

scared and hungry, like captive mice in a decrepit fortress. Tolea himself has 

nightmares in which his shadow – the informer Toma – interrogates him. Toma has 

an elusive presence, at the limit between reality and fear. We know he is a xenophobe 

who recruits Tolea’s landlady, code name ‘Pick Lock’, whose character he poignantly 

captures in his reports: ‘Ortansa embodies our national qualities. The close 

collaboration, inseparable, between the good and the bad.’ (2015, p. 253) An artist in 

moral haziness, his own presence elusive, he is the agent of fear, who influences others 

even if he is not always as knowing and dangerous as they imagine. From his reports, 

however, we learn that he is an orphan, raised by his uncle, who had been a liberal 

politician, now old and relying on the mercy of Toma’s superiors to receive medical 

treatment and a room in the deaf association’s residence. The uncle had turned mad 

and was therefore subjected to two brain surgeries. The surgeries have affected his 

hearing and capacity to speak – he is becoming deaf – and have induced in him a 

permanent state of euphoria. Toma cannot exclude the possibility that the uncle will 

have another outburst of madness, i.e. on Manea’s code, lucidity, so he pleads with 

his superiors to continue to supply the much-needed medicine to his uncle. We 

understand he truly loves his uncle and sees the ‘therapy’ as preferable to other, more 

drastic measures towards a former liberal. In exchange, he commits to faithfully 

serving the association and its leader, Orest Popescu. 

The ambiguity of Toma’s position and his mixed motives exemplify Manea’s refusal 

to cast black and white judgments on his characters and, implicitly, co-citizens. He 

poignantly captures temporally and intersubjectively the lived experience of life 

under the dictatorship. All characters have a history that positions them in various 

locations within the totalitarian circus. Their identify and the identify of their family 

frame and constrain their life trajectories and open up different horizons of hope and 

action. Friendship scaffolds the individual when she is at her wits’ ends, but 
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friendship can only have a palliative function – no robust political resistance emerges 

from the madhouse. The madhouse enables withdrawal and the refusal of 

dissimulation – yet it does nothing to dislocate the system that produces madness or 

to kick-start time. 

‘Trenciul/The Trenchcoat’, (2011b) 

In his powerful short story, ‘Trenciul/The Trenchcoat’, a rain coat mysteriously 

appears in the corridor of a villa located in the most luxurious neighbourhood of 

Bucharest. The villa belongs to a social climber, a journalist called Bazil Beldeanu, who 

works for the party newspaper and who therefore enjoys all the material benefits that 

come with that position: access to a villa, to luxury goods and travel opportunities. 

Beldeanu is married to the glamorous, haughty Dina, a Jewish Romanian woman who 

works as a magistrate and whose identity prevented her husband’s occupying an even 

more important position. Dina had eloped with the unrefined Bazil while they were 

still in high-school and was disowned by her bigoted father for marrying a non-Jew, 

especially since he was beneath her class and education. Years later, the Beldeanus are 

shunned by colleagues, who look down on them as party parvenus and social 

climbers. This is why they make extraordinary efforts to socialise, inviting two less 

‘fortunate’ – less subservient and thus less privileged – couples of acquaintances for 

dinner.  

The first part of the story chronicles the dinner. The first couple, the Stoians, is 

composed of Ali, Bazil’s fellow journalist and Ioana, an English teacher and translator. 

Felicia, an artist who works as a teacher, is married to ‘the Savant’, also nicknamed 

‘the Child’ or ‘the Innocent’, a Romanian Jewish writer, who had known the Beldeanus 

since childhood. The Savant and Dina share a traumatic experience: they had both 

been deported with their families by the fascist dictatorship that preceded the 

communist one in the 1940s. The Savant lives his life in social isolation in order to 

preserve his own ethical integrity against the intrusion of everyday duplicity under 

totalitarianism. Though they all dislike the Beldeanus because of the dubious source 

of their prosperity, he is the most reticent of the four. His wife shares his aversion and 

repeatedly claims they are going to the dinner only out of a sense of social obligation, 

because they had been refusing the Beldeanus’ invitations for years. She maintains a 

certain distance from them as well as from the Stoians.  

Driving together to the villa, the four deride Bazil’s manoeuvres for obtaining all sorts 

of benefits forbidden to ordinary citizens. Ali shares several stories about Bazil’s 

exploits, stories exude a certain sense of admiration for his formidable tenacity, given 

the general harsh circumstances.  They deplore the state of the country, where already 

in their mothers’ uteruses, children develop a split soul: they know the code, the lie, 

duplicity even before they are born. (2011b, p. 160) 
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The dinner is a surprise to them all. Helped by copious amounts of good food and 

alcohol, both scarce in the last phase of the dictatorship, the guests get more and more 

comfortable, enjoy Beldeanus’ company and spend a relaxing and pleasant evening, 

‘away from the daily bitterness, depression and fear’ (2011b, p. 166). While Dina’s 

efforts to communicate naturally with the guests remain rather stilted, Bazil is the 

embodiment of hospitality. The evening culminates in his honest but falsely modest 

account of his life as a socially climbing activist, a monologue during which, in order 

to boast about his knowledge of German, he uses the expression that had adorned the 

gates of Buchenwald (‘Jeden das Seine’ – to each his own). Everyone keeps up 

appearances listening carefully to his number, stultified by the rich food and abundant 

alcohol. By the end of the evening, even the Savant, who most despises the 

compromises made by the communist nouveaux riches, gets drunk and becomes more 

agreeably disposed towards the hosts.  

A couple of days later, Dina discovers a trench coat hanging in the corridor. She 

phones her guests to ask if any of them had forgotten it on the occasion of the dinner. 

All reply negatively. She gets more and more insistent, calling and visiting them 

repeatedly, to confirm nobody had forgotten the coat. On one occasion, the Savant 

picks up the phone and they engage in a long conversation. They reminisce about their 

childhood and the Savant brutally tells Dina how he really feels about her arrogance, 

her privilege and her marriage to Bazil. The long conversation ends with a reflection 

on their past as Romanian Jews, on the shape of the second political ‘experiment’ they 

were living through – the fascist being the first – and on everyone’s immersion in the 

engulfing ‘boredom, misery and terror’, captive in morbid, incurable conventions that 

only an explosion could remove.  

The Savant is sure his rude honesty will have ended the couple’s relationship with the 

Beldeanus. He is happy at this prospect as he is worried about ‘how much ambiguity’ 

they had already accepted. Contrary to his expectations, the Savant’s confession does 

not cause a conflict. Dina seems to believe him when he claims his honesty is a sign of 

sympathy. She continues to stay in touch, visiting them, while becoming more and 

more obsessed with finding the owner of the trenchcoat. After several attempts, not 

being able to obtain a resolution, she finally falls silent.  

Her sudden interruption of contact drives the Savant and Felicia into a mad frenzy of 

fear.  ‘”It is imprudent to play with these people, they are vengeful… Arrogant and 

suffering from inferiority complexes!’ raged, unleashed, the scared Child.”  PAGE 

The mystery is resolved soon. As the coat remained unclaimed, Dina experienced a 

nervous break-down. In Ali’s words, she was ‘rattled, could not regain equilibrium’ 

(2011b, p. 181), one minute appearing normal, the next falling apart. She understands 

her husband had ‘lent’ their house to the secret police for meetings and interrogations 

with civilian informers and that the coat must have been left behind after one such 

meeting. She experiences a rupture, a crisis, which is only ambiguously and 
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imperfectly captured in the language of mental disease. Ali speculates that maybe she 

already knew too much about her husband’s exploits and this was the last straw, or 

maybe she had tried not to know anything and the presence of the coat made it 

impossible for her to stay blind. She refused going to the doctor, and anyhow, this is 

a ‘special disease’ that doctors can do nothing about.  

Her life is not the only one the coat unravels. Upon hearing what happened, Felicia is 

shaken to the core and wonders what kind of people would accept to meet the secret 

police in private apartments to provide information on others’ behaviour. She cannot 

comprehend who would want to become an informer and vehemently rejects her 

husband’s suggestion that it is the ‘downtrodden’. She becomes morally intransigent 

and is shocked when the Savant explains that meeting informants in apartments helps 

with the collection of information, as people relax and speak more freely in the 

intimate atmosphere of an apartment, as opposed to a cold, impersonal office. She 

seems to have forgotten their own participation in Bazil’s circus and the relaxation of 

her own standards a few evenings back. After a turbulent conversation, marked by 

frenzied questioning, the couple decides never to talk again about the trenchcoat: 

there are sufficient reasons to worry and fear anyhow, no need to worsen them by 

revisiting ‘mystery and horror stories’. (2011b, p. 189) Selective lucidity is chosen as a 

means of coping with the already overwhelming hopeless reality.  

Ioana is next to have an attack. She meets Dina in the street, the same old glamorous 

and haughty Dina, this time wearing the forgotten trenchcoat, ‘that cheapest coat, 

which you can find in all stores and almost nobody buys. Those long, wide, 

decoloured coats. Made of some sort of cotton, which is no longer cotton and which 

once had a colour, but no longer. The colour of the wind, of fog, the colour of our 

colourless taedium. No waist, no structure, no colour.’ (2011b, p. 193) She is 

accompanied by the Savant, himself clad in a similar garment. They behave as if 

nothing happened, but conspicuously both wear the shapeless, anonymous coats of 

the informant. They walk around ‘like two Martians’, talking animatedly, about the 

generation and identity they share and the experience those coordinates opened up 

for them.  

Ali tells Ioana this is a form of therapy, that walking around the city with the Savant 

is the only thing that seems to make Dina feel better, but Ioana cannot accept this 

explanation. She is persuaded this is a farce, ‘a comedy with phantoms’ and that some 

hidden reason exists for the Savant’s solidarity with the wife of the ‘devil’s servant’. 

She cannot imagine how he could have any sensitivity for the suffering of the 

Beldeanus, given their ‘sins, and secrets and piggish swamp’. How could somebody 

like the Savant feel for the parvenus, unless he had lost any sense of moral 

discernment? The story ends with Ioana’s perplexed monologue, while the ‘Martians’ 

continue their walks and conversations, free and laughing.  
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The story illuminates several aspects of the individuals’ lived experience, including 

their temporally dynamic participation in forms of complicity, under totalitarianism. 

Keeping social distance from the party’s nouveux riches is a ‘sanitary necessity’ for the 

Savant and Felicia. As highly educated, intelligent people, their disdain is visceral. 

However, they are haunted by worries and fears that, should their pretexts for 

avoiding Bazil and Dina become too obviously false, they might suffer unknown 

consequences, given Bazil’s position of power. They attend the dinner out of a sense 

of social obligation heavily tainted with fear. In spite of themselves, they enjoy it. The 

day after, however, they hope that, having acquitted themselves of the visit, they 

won’t have to socialise again. The Savant is particularly obsessed with separating 

himself and his wife from ‘the new class’. His contempt has its roots in his familiarity 

with the Beldeanus in their youth. It sometimes takes visceral forms: he is disgusted 

by Dina’s deformed finger and Bazil’s hefty abdomen. He takes pleasure in 

humiliating Dina on the phone, a pleasure moderated only by his fear of imagined 

repercussions at the hands of those who might be listening in. 

Ali and Ioana seem more adjusted to life in the totalitarian swamp. They too are 

openly critical of the Beldeanus, but are more excited at the prospects of a plentiful 

night at the villa, given the daily shortages and frustrations. Ali seems a bit envious 

of Beldeanu’s success and harbours some resentment for being his subordinate. In 

conversations with the Savant he reveals himself as a fatalist and ruminates 

insightfully about life under totalitarianism and the possibility of escaping it. He 

seems to believe that pretending not to notice the trenchcoat is the best weapon against 

repression. Not caring about it, not becoming hysterical is the best defence against its 

power: ‘you annihilate the devil by being bored with him…the devil must not be hit, 

confronted or defied, because this will make him mobilise all his forces to destroy you. 

If, on the other hand, you accept the devil, you are annihilating him gradually, 

naturally. No need for demonstrative actions, this is the rule: no epic.’ (2011b, pp. 186–

187). Rather than a rationalisation of his own passivity and adjustment, this could be 

read as a lesson learned from having lived with the devil for so long and not foreseeing 

the end of the co-habitation. He feels for Dina and interprets the Savant’s support for 

her as an admirable gesture of grand sensitivity and care, but disapproves of their 

inserting themselves in the crack that the trench coat produced in their dissimulated 

reality. 

Ioana initially appears as an energetic, sarcastic woman. In the car, she gossips about 

the Beldeanus and, after the dinner, is offended by its conspicuous, overwhelming, 

bad taste opulence. However, she tries to dismiss the Savant’s and Felicia’s deeper 

reticence against the hosts by saying that Bazil is ‘an ordinary piglet, not a gorilla’ 

(2011b, p. 155). She teases them by insinuating the Savant’s repugnance towards Dina 

must have its roots in some unrequited love in his youth. Because she is the image of 

composure, her breakdown is all the more violent. Her ‘madness’, as in Dina’s case, is 

a moment of lucidity, of seeing, of reckoning with the depth of the swamp they were 
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all in. She yells that madness has its sources in ‘apathy, cowardice, tiredness and 

compromises and normality, the abnormal normality, vegetative, pathological, 

suffocating, in which we are asphyxiated.’(2011b, p. 193) It irrupts out of the blue, 

destabilising everything, triggered by the smallest object or incident that can open a 

fissure in the cage they are all captive. For her, it is seeing the two ‘Martians’ wearing 

the coats. 

Despite the violence of lucidity in the moment of explosion, Ioana cannot overcome 

her deep sense of distrust in the possibility of care and mutual support under the 

circumstances. She could not process why the savant would help the person he so 

often declared to hate so vehemently. No possibility of solidarity can emerge between 

them, she refuses her husband’s simple explanation. Under circumstances of systemic 

suspicion, she is incapable of imagining any space for compassion. And when it 

nonetheless emerges, it provokes shock and loss of orientation – rather than hope – in 

its unprepared, alienated witnesses.  

Distrust and the impossibility of hope is insinuated throughout the story. The savant 

warns Felicia not to let her guard down even in relation to the Stoians, about whom 

they did not know much. Given that it was the Stoians who initiated the friendship, 

they were by default suspicious in the eyes of the Savant. The dialogue between the 

four in the car is punctuated by awkward moments. Ali works for the same newspaper 

Bazil works for, something Felicia points out indelicately.  

All characters are on a spectrum of complacency. They are all critical but they muddle 

through, some more deeply mired in the swamp than others. The coat makes the 

muddling through impossible, it provokes a rupture that cannot be sutured. Its 

presence disturbs the veneer of normality everyone clings to. Madness is a deeper 

sense of lucidity as the coat stands in for the agents of the Lie, for the unknown yet 

ubiquitous presence of the repressive apparatus. Their working so close by, in one’s 

own home, in one’s own circle, affects all characters irremediably: fear is now tangible.  

Failing to find an answer, Dina finally reckons with the reality she had not seen – or 

pretended not to see – before. The coat’s materiality brings to her conscience, in a stark 

way, how simulated her existence had been. She cannot un-see it so she confronts it.  

Wearing the coat amounts to a reckoning with the underpinnings of her perfect, 

privileged life.  In the free space opened by ‘madness’, true meaning could be found 

in dialogue with the Savant, who had seen through the artificiality of her life, privilege 

and marriage from the beginning. Understanding her madness as a sign of an 

awakening and a refusal to accept a deeper lever of duplicity, the Savant taps into the 

past they shared – the war, the deportation and what came after – to scaffold her 

‘recovery’. Wearing the coats means they could no longer stay imperceptible, that the 

circus could not be denied. In rendering them visible, the old acquaintances were 

simultaneously depriving the garments of their terrorising force. The Lie that 

encompassed everyone, the simulacrum of existence they were all living could no 
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longer pass as normal: though they were conversing as usual, nothing was usual 

anymore.    

Material objects: fox fur - muller, crack in wall in pinheiro, motorcycle in the 

appointment: materiality of fear 

Biografia robot/Identikit Biography 

Biografia robot HUMOUR  

 

2 The Jewish mother – no trust 

The Jewish mother, a historical witness to the subsequent rhinocerations of the 

country by both fascists and communists lives her life ‘on the watch, always. To hear 

any faint noise. To perceive early, even by a fraction of a second, the disaster that 

approaches, from so many, misleading directions.’ (Manea, 2012, p. 130). 

Conclusion  

I cannot do justice to the complex work of this refusenik here. I hope I have convinced 

you of the value of Manea’s work for thinking about the refusal to reconcile. He 

exemplifies how one can caringly reject grand narratives that keep the hermeneutical 

space closed, amplifying the enduring effects of rhinoceration. Rather than conceiving 

of his interventions as ‘spoiler acts’, I suggest they nurture the pool of meanings that 

we can – and should – rely on in reckoning with the grey complexities of the past and 

their reverberations into the present. The refusal of facetious, obscuring projects of 

reconciliation and ‘Truth’ – that leave untouched violence-genic forms of social 

relationality and stigmatise doubt – is how this care labour aims to immunize the 

body-politic against future epidemics of rhinoceritis. 

This Chapter drew the portrait of the caring refusenik of grands récits of political 

memory. It has relied on Ionesco’s metaphor of ‘rhinoceration’ to capture the 

destruction of a hermeneutical space and the replacement of its rich pool of 

interpretive resources by ideological roars. This is typical of totalitarian regimes, but 

their repercussions can be felt within processes of politically ‘fixing’ the memory of 

totalitarianism. Using Romania as a case study, I sought to highlight the sequelae – 

substantially in terms of the reproduction of certain ideas about the ‘Nation’, and 

formally in terms of its total colonisation of the space of memory. Building on care 

ethics, this paper has foregrounded the valuable, strenuous labour of refusing any 

narrative that even remotely sounds like trumpeting.   

Manea is a caring refusenik, whose concern for the politico-hermeneutical space he 

inhabited endured for decades. His writing and public interventions amount to 
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sustained caring, that fostered meaningful dialogue and preserved nuance and 

difference in conversations about subsequent founding myths and settlements. He did 

not waver, despite the suffering he experienced when his care was rejected. Crucially, 

rejection made him more reflexive about his strategies of caring, his own duplicity 

and contamination risks, as well as the limits of care inherent in his positionality. 

Manea’s deep, emotionally anchored commitment to the rich world of meaning his 

language supplied, his awareness of what it took to forge political-interpretive 

relations that could withstand rhinoceration, and his lifelong dedication to cultivating 

such relations make him an exemplary caring refusenik.  

 

 

 


