THE HEAVEN OF IMAGINATION. MEMORY AND FICTION IN
RADU TUDORAN'SACEA FAT A FRUMOASA

Jeanina Simona CACUCI©

Abstract The subject of Radu Tudoran’'s bogkea fati frumoadé (subtitled novel,
despite being an account of a journey around Euyogtands at a very ambiguous border
between reality and imagination. Fiction continuadlyerlaps reality, the narrator’'s confession
leads to fiction, developping a fantastic story against the background of Europe in the early
70s. The travel thus becomes a handle for a spiritayage: a journey enriched by love (through
the couple Dominique — Vicht) that envelops therjeu towards the self. The writer once said
that it is the lack of notable events that makesierount transform into literature; concordantly
with Mario Vargas Llosa’s idea saying that escapthg objective reality through imagination is
man’s most specific pursuit, the narrating charaeppears as a lonely traveller, never alone on
account of imagination, who, through his two tréimgl companions, substitutes the absences
from his own life. The mysterious Dominique (and d@d earring) is ingeminated in fantastic
figures (a young woman “licensed” in magic speltsLareley Cliff - Germany, a little girl in St.
James’ Park - London, an enigmatic woman on Calldldala - Spain, an old witch, an actress,
etc.), as many reifications of death seen as a tifehwoman. Thus humanized, it becomes less
gruesome, more easily accepted. Finally, why noagimation itself might be “that beautiful
girl”, the catalyzer of all human ventures.
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The novels that Radu Tudoran published until ther @75 come under what
Roxana Sorescu named an “essentially-aesthetioiular applied through “the relating,
in distinct variants, of the romantic gesture ofpaiging for the unknown, of the
adventurous journey over which the shadow of anliléd love ever skims” (Sorescu,
1976: 46). Starting with the bookcea fat frumoag, Radu Tudoran’s work acquires
unexpected valences in the context of the alreathbéished formula, through refining
the old obsessions — the journey and love — in la ssnd ingenious novelistic
construction. Subtitled “novel”, the volume is padingly an account of a (real) journey
through Europe. The dissonance is the result aataft juggle with two plans, both
equally well defined: the real and the fantastibeexplanation for inserting fictional
elements in the travelling memoirs is given by taghor himseft accounting or
transcribing reality transforms into literature amdre precisely fiction as a result of a
conflict between the writer and himself in momelatsking notable events, a conflict
which, by deviating into fiction, creates anothgrd of epic.

Acea fat frumoag stands at a very ambiguous border between reatity a
imagination. Although most of the novel containavelling notes — impressions,
critiques, accounts — the first sentence callshfarfantastic atemporality: “One night,
on Rin Valley, | met a fantastic being” (Tudorar§75: 5). The world becomes a
labyrinth and the journey covers first of all ar#gpal geography. Spatially, the
narrating character crosses a series of Europeantris (France, Spain, England,
Germany, Switzerland), each sojourn being a hafiodlaew reflections on local culture
or life in general. History is more than once cii#ted, urban myths or clichés are
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! According to the writer's statement in an intewigiven to lleana Corbea, reproduced in lleana
Corbea, Nicolae FlorescBjografii posibile Eminescu, Bucuss, 1975, p. 246-252
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deconstructed. Radu Tudoran marks almost topogralhi his entire trip, be it
pedestrian or by car. The journey itself is hardoltow as the notations do not have a
chronological order, so that each destination besopart of a puzzle that eventually
embeds a story told not only though words, butugtimages as well.

Although as a travelling book the volume is notab¥aat individualizes and
gives substance to the whole is the fictional el#ma traveller who runs away from
the memory of death, the narrating character détsnoa voyage that, through love or
imagination, will end precisely as an initiationdeath.

Mario Vargas Llosa considers that evading in fictis man’s most specific
pursuit, a defining tendency of the human nature:

Coming out of one’s self and of life as it is, witie help of a few throbs
of imagination, in order to live, for a few minutesomething else than the
objective reality, the one that we don’t choosejcivtis fatally imposed through
birth and circumstances, a life that we perceigensr or later, as a drudgery and
a prison that we would like to escape. (Vargasa,|@912: 11)

Concordantly with this idea, the narrating chanacepears as a lonely
traveller, never alone on account of imaginatiod #re real trip becomes a handle for a
spiritual voyage: a journey towards love through ttouple Dominique — Vicht, that
actually translates as a journey towards the self.

The love between the young couple is governed tafitiaand predestination.
Their story is gradually unveiled and most of tireet verges on the fantastic, even
though at first sight it doesn’t come out of thelinary (except for some sensational
elements): a sick young man falls in love with afyp@e seller who is in a strange (to
say the least) relationship with an older compogkfter an almost devouring
relationship, Dominique leaves Vicht, gets engaigeter former lover and eventually
dies.

The rythm of the story is lively, full of dynamienages and accounts, but
everything breathes an air of prifound lonelinesd i is exactly this what generates the
escape in an alternative reality. Vicht and Domieicare essentially projections of the
psyche intended for subrogating certain absenchs. fiysterious girl with the gold
earring appears for the first time in Spain, onl€ale Alcala, in a moment of
vulnerability when the narrator confesses his nemdbelieve in the existence of
someone close; the gesture of buying two ticketafoullfight that he intended to go to
alone foreshadows the coalescence of the two [fthageal and the imaginary one): “I
had nobody to go to the bullfight with and | wasttinking of inviting anyone,
randomly, however, | bought two tickets, becaus®me in front of me had taken only
one and maybe that night | wanted to believe in élestence of a close being”
(Tudoran,op. cit: 17). Thus, the female figures become a spirihzalen, annealed by
the love relationship between Vicht and DominigUiee love for the journey can only
be exceeded by the love for love: “What | saw thenihilated for the moment both the
landscape and the distances, the thousands of éditemthat | had covered until | met
them. It seemed then the most precious moment aémtige trip” (bidem 34). The two
spiritual components of the character can be hastdinated through the fictionalized
memory. Time and space (represented in the noveéhéyalendar and the map) are
abolished through alternating reality and imagomatiThe initiation in love determines
a gateway out of the material so that the characteyage is not measured in days and
kilometres, but in images or experiences.

Imagination gets beyond the senses and becomesimsupecause of the
liberty it allows; while the senses are limited ttee immediate reality, imagination
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shapes the conscience or the externalized thowdhtse narrating character. Fiction
continually overlaps reality and experience isaeptl with imagination.

The female figures are embodiments of the subconsci the narrator himself
gives hints in this way: “She resembled an imagiraeature that is born in the most
attenuate distance of the thought and from thergoihetimes projects into reality”
(Tudoran,op. cit: 16). Thus, the character reaches self-cognitiongh the other, here
a re-shaped extrospection: when the Other is dgtaaleflection or a reproduction of
the self, cognition becomes a journey from theidetto the inside.

As a matter of fact, everything is embedded in ithea of departing, of
distance. Even faith is subordinated to a gnosémbgpurney. At a certain moment the
narrating character confesses:

| am a Christian atheist lost in my own disbeliefaim at denying,
explicable after a lifetime of uncertainty and afteuch suffering, and | find
myself exalted with what | rejected a moment bef@et | didn’t reject London
[...] and now, free on the sun-heated streets, | lfkelpraying like in a newly-
discovered church, held by a new faitibidem 138)

Under these circumstances, deprived of the poggibil understanding death
from a religious perspective, the only way to faththe inexplicable remains retreating
in imagination; in order to sense death (more ttmraccept or understand it) the
narrating character projects himself into anothsficht — who lives under its omen: not
just through illness, but also through Dominique;paefiguration of nothingness”
(Popa, 1980: 17), in Constantin M. Popa’s opiniehp “frames ritually what we may
call the temptations of deathfb{dem). More than Dominique, Vicht is the narrating
character’s double, an alter ego capable of anrstateling that is initially inaccessible
to the other. Death thus becomes a supra-chanaittemultiple explanations: point of
departure, terminus point, determination, cognitiaitiation.

Dominiqgue and her gold earring is ingeminated in Itiple fantastic
hypostases: a young woman “licensed” in magic spallLoreley Cliff, Germany, a
little girl in St. James’ Park, England, an enigimatoman on Calle de Alcala, Spain,
an old witch, an actress etc. The narrating charactrip is reconfigured through the
emotional valences of each meeting with “that bi&alugirl”. And all the more so as
Dominique and her multiple incarnations make pdedihe access to a world in which
the mystery needs to be deepened in order to ériexistence. Testing the veracity
and confronting fantasy with reality causes thelhlon of imagination: “Then she
disappeared. | don’t know how; | found myself facimothing. Neither the cutlery, nor
the glass had remained” (Tudorap. cit: 74). Dominique is a guide to the sacred,
accessible only through the accepted and acknoetkagagination.

Tudoran’s novel is also a book about creation. Whek of art (be it literature,
music, painting or architecture) is a process tiedds an absolute commitment and,
before anything, a “religion” of imagination. Theeator becomes a presence that defies
space and time: “Here happened most of Spain’sryistnd, without remembering it, |
consider that | witnessed it. In order to reacthsaiconclusion, you don't need as much
imagination as you need a faith that you can miyttiblbidem 379). Gaudi, more than
an architect was a “mad child who transformed mt€yclops overnight and with his
sole, gigantic eye discovered the unseen face afnSglbidem 483); creation thus
becomes vision, which allows re-creating the sel ae-creating the world through
imagination or words, the primordial Word in itsrpst shape, without the earthly
colour. Beyond a way of transmitting and emotion,teansforms into a projection of
the self into the world.
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Dominique’s existence and that of the other fenhgigostases (essentially one
fantastic being) is presented in a natural manmd@spite the extra-mundane
connotations. Radu Tudoran, through the intrusioth@ symbolic and the fantastic into
reality to such an extent that the two levels catm@separated, might be compared to
the South-American writers who advanced the fornofillhe magic-realism. Nothing is
explained, on the contrary, everything is acceptgt a striking simplicity; only a tint
of unsolved mystery persists. The apparitions efghl with the gold earring only on
night with a new moomarks the character’s psychological inflexionsnstated at a
symbolical level through the image of death as aubful girl, in its numerous
embodiments. Death, once accepted, becomes a peesdrose echoes reverberate
outside the initial border; the letters that anraauthe full moon in different parts of the
world continue to come even after the charactearnsthome. The spiritual journey
does not end together with the geographical triganscends space and transforms into
life — life as an imaginary journey.

The initiation in death or in love is eventually &magination exercise;
materialized in the shape of a woman and thus himedrit becomes less gruesome,
more easily accepted. Finally - why not? - imadgorattself might be “that beautiful
girl”, the catalyzer of all human ventures.
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