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Abstract

As analyzed in a previous paper, V. Voiculescu’s short stories recreate a strange universe, very close to
Herman Melville’s fictional world. The most important similarity of the two is the heroes’ Narcissist
regression towards a sub-human environment, namely towards the animal register, triggered by a similar
fascination with water, water monsters and fishing. The conditions for such a change and for the
subsequent identification, intermingling man-animal (big fish most of the times) are met and the Romanian
author dwells extensively on this theme. In this paper, we shall look more closely at a few of Voiculescu’s
heroes, involved in similar love/hatred relationships with fascinating monsters.

Keywords: narcissist regression, the fascinating monster/Leviathan, love/hatred dynamics

Voiculescu’s heroes as marginal, ex-centric individuals

Voiculescu’s heroes are marginal individuals, marked and destined to follow a certain route. Aliman is the
most daring and brave, handsome and passionate, in a word different from the other boys,
“Aliman era frumos si voinic. Nu stia de frica nimanui. Cu atit mai putin de a calor vazute si
nestiute. Bistrita pentru el nu mai avea taine si tinea la adanc ca o vidra. S-a jurat sa prinza lostrita
vie si nu si-a mai ingaduit o zi de hodina” (Capul de zimbru: 47)
His ex-centricity, marginality isolates him from the others,
“Uneori flacaii si fetele izbuteau sa-1 ia cu sila pe la sezatori si furcarii. Sedea insd posomorat...cu
mintile aiurea.” (48)
Other heroes that are constructed following the same pattern are even more overtly marked. They are
literally marginal in their communities, live outside the village and know the language of different animals.
Bujor (cf. “Misiune de incredere”) is one of them,
“Astfel, prin piroteala ce ma cuprinsese, intelesei ca pe tdramurile acelea vicuia unul caruia i
placea sa traiasca slobod, fara sa-i pese de randuielile si legile obstii.” (84) “Toata lumea cinstita il
indrageste si i se supune de bundvoie, vitele, ca si albinele, fiarele...” (86) “un erou solar, un fecior
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chipes, 1nalt si mladios” (88) “el nu ucidea fiare” (89) “Tacea ca muntele, ca arborii, ca fiarele, care
nu-si dau glas tainelor decat la rastimpuri sorocite” (93),
Bujor is also said (and shown) to control the weather in the mountains, and to get news from the beasts.

Luparul (“In mijlocul lupilor”) is another good example. Literally marginal as well, he is isolated from the

others by his very look and smell. He seems to be from the beginning half man, half beast, able to control

and talk to the wolves. Many people think he turns into a wolf himself; but here are the narrator’s words,
”Am aflat...cd omul meu era un mare vrdjitor de lupi, pe care ii supunea si ii folosea cu farmecele si
magia lui, ca un stpan. I se spunea Luparul si era privit ca o urdciune a lumii... Trdia ca un paria,
afara din sat, pe coclauri, intr-un fel de jumatate bojdeucd, jumatate pestera scobita intr-un mal
argilos si sterp...Lumea spunea ca in jurul lui nu sufera sd vietuiasca nici un dobitoc domestic...si
nimeni nu-i poate suferi nici mirosul, nici privirile” (106)

However, some of these suppositions are deconstructed by the narrator, at least in the beginning. Most of
them are rationally explained or dismissed, including the fact that, “uneori se preface el insusi in lup si iese
inaintea oamenilor sid-i sfasie” (107). However, he does talk to the wolves, and this is, for the present
analysis, an easily recognisable sign.

Amin is another solitary, marginal hero, but special nevertheless. His description strikingly reminds us of
captain Ahab, especially since it comes out immediately after the reader finds out that he is marked by the
same fascination with the water and The big fish,
“Ramas dintr-o data singur, ia in stapanire singuratatile...De sus, de pe grinda intdiului gard, ca un
comandant la prova unei corabii pe jumatate scufundatd si intepenita intre tarmuri, Amin vegheaza
necontenit peste aceastd Tmparatie Inchinatd muteniei...De zeci de ori se scufunda sd dibuie pulsul
garlei,ndzuielile curentilor, sd pandeasca punerile la cale ale pestilor” (27)
Amin is also described as if the regression towards an animal monster has already taken place, as if he were
half fish already.
“Amin are in toata faptura lui ceva de mare amfibie...Pielea de pe el, lunecoasa, nu are fir de par,
mostenire din mosi-stramosi a neamului Aminilor, care se zice ca S-ar fi tragand din pesti” (28)

However, with Amin, we enter a different universe, one which is more open to mythical intrusions in the
real. In Moby-Dick the only mythical descent is that of the white whale, i.e. the Leviathan, and this comes
only as parenthetic information. In Voiculescu’s world, myth is at home in the midst of the space of the
real, the latter being ready to receive such mythical intrusions without an unpleasant clash. Let us mention
that the fantastic springs from other spots, not from the peaceful cohabitation of realistic and mythical data.

The hermit, Sofonie (“Schimnicul”), is another example of hero described from the very beginning as
marginal and exceptional. He is the only monk that can fight hunger and spend his days in neverending
prayers. Nobody else can be like him,
“Numai parintele Sofonie sta mereu intreg si nebiruit. Nici ajunari salbatice, nici indelungi vegheri
in genunchi nu-l infrangeau. Treay, puternic, neabatut tot timpul...” (149).

The head of the monastery literally marginalizes him by granting him the right to stay isolated and pray as
much as he wanted,
“In chipul acesta, scotindu-1 din obste, staretul nou nadajduia si curme nelinistea ravnelor nefiresti
incuibata in pasnicul locas” (149)

Moreover, just like the other heroes, Sofonie can have the wolves obey his will. He is the only monk who

can scare the wolves away when they hunt for the monastery’s sheep,“numai de frica lui ascultd dihaniile,

spuneau ciobanii, facandu-si cruce” (151). Still, this is not the only miracle Sofonie performs. When still a

boy, he brings water out of the well without touching the bucket. Sofonie’s miracles are, as well as his un-
natural power of endurance, his sign, what makes him marginal: “se razleti de obste” (160).

Finally, the last hero of interest to this analysis, Berevoi, the last one of his people, is marginal, too,
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ntr-un corn de catun uitat s-a scornit un unchias fara ani, fard nume, in mintile ciruia stiruiau
batranele solomonii [i.e. spells]...Hartuit de popi, prigonit de invatatori...ajuns de hula tineretului,
ca s scape se ingropase de viu in hobaia asta unde, lepadandu-si numele, triia sihastrit...” (Ultimul
Berevoi, 317)

Just like Herman Melville’s characters, with whom V. Voiculescu’s heroes can at any time be compared,
namely, just like Ahab, or rather like Fedallah, he is seen as the Devil able to take the souls of the villagers.
However, he is only a wizard.

What is common to all the above mentioned heroes is their obsession, fascination with an ex-centric, ab-
normal, marginal, even monstrous animal: fish most of the times, but also bear and wolf. Their common
fate is the same circular route, the same quest, obsessive hunt, the same mad search for a monstrous animal
that haunts them itself from within,because all these beastly creatures dwell upon their souls. Let us see
how these marked animals look like, as seen by the heroes.

The fascinating monster/the Leviathan

The monstrous fish is, perhaps, the most intriguing of these examples. Interestingly enough, like Moby
Dick, it is not impressive due to its size mainly, but thanks to its anthropomorphic features. It is evil and
has a purpose in his actions. More than this, just like the sperm whale, it is a man-eater, the human flesh
seems to be its favourite. Why should we start by analysing the fish, when Voiculescu’s universe is full of
unnatural creatures, wolves and bears, too? His texts offer us the best argument: because nowhere else is
the devil more “at home”, as the reader can see in the beginning of one of his best known short stories,
“Lostrita”,
“Nicaieri diavolul cu toatad puita si nagodele lui nu se ascunde mai bine ca in ape. Dracul din balta,
se stie, este nelipsit dintre oameni si cel mai amagitor. Ia felurite chipuri: de la luminita care
palpaie in beznele noptii si trage pe calatorul raticit la adanc, pana la fata suie care se scalda 1n
vultori si nu-i decét o stima vicleana” (Capul de zimbru, 45)

One comes across another devilish, malefic fish, “pestele naibei”, which appears as a protean creature, able
to change its looks in order to pursue its evil goals: eating or drawning people, since it is shown to be
hungry for human flesh, “hulpava la peste, ...dar mai ales nesatula de carne de om” (46).

The Narcissist regression of the hero

When the hero meets the devilish animal, a sort of intermingling takes place: the memory of the malefic
touch persists like a loss; hence the hero’s, Aliman’s madness and passionate search,
“a izbutit sd o prinza odatda in unditd. Numai o clipa! Pe la mijlocul verii a ochit-o din nou si a
incoltit-o... a inhatat-o in brate. Dar salbaticiunea...i-a scapat din méini ca o sageata licaritoare, cum
ii scapa duminica céte o zvarluga de faté la hora... Si de atunci nNu i-a mai iesit din carnea bratelor o
dezmierdare, ca un gust de departe al lostritei. Ii simtea mereu povara si forma in mainile
nedibacesi in sufletul tulburat.” (47) — my underlinings.
As we have seen when analysing Melville’s hero, Aliman’ssearch for he fish turns, after this encounter, in a
mad and painful search; the boy is perceived by the others as being charmed, bewitched, or sick, “se
topea”, melting ,
“a tanjit, a bolit aproape tot timpul. Parca intrase si in el somnul iernii” (48), “li simtea mereu
dulcea ei greutate 1n bratele-i pline de amintirea ei” (49),
and, just like Ahab, seeks for the help if not of God, then of Satan, “se lepada de lumea lui Dumnezeu”
(50), only to achieve his goal, to touch the fish once more. The same love/hatred relationship is established
batween man and fish, only that this time the love and fascination of the boy are much more overtly stated
than his hatred, the latter being obvious in the relation Ahab — Moby Dick.
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The same relationship is to be emphasized in the short story “Pescarul Amin”. The isolated, ex-centric
Amin, who is sais to descend from fish, chases but most of all loves and sympathizes with the monster he
caught. Why monster? Because not only once the text calls this fish so: “somnii hulpavi, leviatanii apelor
noastre” (12). The caught fish is granted this mythical descent,
“Un somn urias, isi spuse Amin... o fi poate cel care de cativa ani bantuie balta, naravit la
pradaciuni si spaima copiilor la scalda...Are s se lupte cu namila, sa o prinza” (29)

Not only once the fish is called “the devil”, or “the ghost”, “ndluca” (30), “tha beast of the lake”, “his
secret, mysterious beast”, “tainica lui jivina” (33), that should be hated,

“Cu somnul, da, avea pricini si rafuieli...” because of its anthropomorphic malice, ““...cum avea cu

vecinii din sat... Somnul ii inhdta regulat ratele si gastele de pe balta. I-a apucat intr-un rand

mielul...Retezase piciorul unui copilas prins la scalda” (35),
but which is the object not of such deserved hatred, but of Amin’s constant fascination and love, sice the
fish is Amin’s own ancestor,

“Este ras-stramosul sdu, legendarul, de care i se povestise” (42), one of the ancestral monsters,

“pestii uriasi din care i se trage neamul, leviatani strdmosi ai legendelor...chitii nemasurati,

morunii...{i simfea acum mai aproape si mai adevarati decat pe bietii pescari” (41)

Amin’s above mentioned circular route is even more overtly emphasized: he is pursuing a fish/an
ancestor that is following him itself, of which he cannot brek free, because he holds it deep inside his soul
as well as in his blood. Madness seems to be, once more, the only solution for this quest to reach to an end.
The short story’s imagery sends the reader to Moby Dick and Ahab; here follows one more example’

“il pali un fel de nebunie.Si-a varat chiar el un picior in apa si l-a tinut mult timp asa, balabanindu-

I, momeala; deducita la carne de om, dihania poate s-ar hotari sa se repeada...”’, and more, Amin

“nu mai mananca, nu mai doarme” (31),
and cannot seek God’s help because he does not know how to do that,

“caci el nu stia, nu se pricepea sa-si intoarca chipul in sus, spre Cerul de deasupra... Pescarii au

cerul lor in fundul apelor... ametitor de misterios. Dumnezeul lor nu umbla pe nori: se poarta

pe...chitii si morunii biblici.” (39),
but the water is assimilated, let us remember, with the shelter of Satan.

With Amin, the identification man — aquatic monster is more obvious than anywhere else: he is the great-
grandson of the fish, and this is probably the source of his love/hatred generative of madness.

Other animal-monsters. The wolf

In Voiculescu’s fictions, such an identification takes place not only between man and fish. The matrix of
the un-natural, strange, evil animal is a bit larger. Two more impressive examples will emphasize the same
pattern, only this time the fascinating monster is a wolf. “in mijlocul lupilor” (“Surrouded by Wolves”)
brings into the open a strange character that seems to be able to talk to the wolves and make them obey his
will, to the narrator’s wonder.As a magistrate, as a judge, he considers the hero, “Luparul”, not guilty when
tried for killing deer,
“lupii au ajuns pe la noi cdini de vanatoare?’ ‘Asa e, cum spuneti dumneavoastra... Fiarele stau 1n
slujba lui... Alearga si ucid vanatul la porunca” (106)
The wolves seem to be the guilty ones, to any reasonable person, however, the villagers think they obey the
hero’s orders.

The fact that Luparul lives a very secluded life, outside the village, adds to everybody’s wonder and seems
to sustain their belief that sometimes he turns into a wolf himself. His appearance is incriminating, too. No
matter how hard the narrator tries to account for his strange smell and weird looks, an attentive reading can
identify the germs of the hero’s regression towards the beastly realm and of his identification with the great
Wolf.
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“Era un batran verde, uscat, 1nalt si cioldnos, posomorat, dar cu o privire arzatoare, parul des cazut
pe frunte si mainile lagite, cu degete raschirate ca niste labe. Chipul masliniu si prelung,
spanatic...avea ceva tainic” (107), “avea ca un iz arsenical, un miros usturat” (107),and more than
this, “se pricepea sa vorbeascd si sd se inteleagd cu lupii chiar in limba lor” (108) — my
underlinings.

The hero’s promise to take the narrator with him and show him this miracle exactly in the night celebrating
Saint Andrew, “cand lupii isi primesc pentru tot anul merticul lor de prdzi”, when the wolves can eat
human flesh and when, as the folklore tells us, men can become wolves, is another clue that helps our
analysis in the above mentioned direction. The hero himself changes and his terrible looks become even
more terrifying and un-natural,
“Din ochii cascati 1i zbucnea un fel de vapaie, ca si din mainile intinse, mai ales din degete...iar izul
puternic... usturat, duhnea din el cu o tarie de neinvins” (114)

The explanation the narrator offers seems to go in the same direction,
“Omul meu crescuse, se largise dincolo de el, de silbaticiunea stramta a lui, ca si poata cuprinde si
intelege pe lup, sa si-l asimileze... Magul primitiv devenea prin asta arhetipul lupului” (116) — my
underlinings.
Still, such explanations tend to be too unpleasantly theoretical. What is interesting nevertheless, is the stress
laid ou tha aporetic route such characters, marginal within their community, are destined to follow, “nu
alerga dupa fiare, ci vana primejdii, sageta taine potrivnice” (117), i.e. the hunting of haunting temptations
and dangers.

Another example of illustration of the lycanthrop myth is the short story “Schimnicul” (“The Hermit”).
This time the reader discovers an outstanding embodiment of the myth. The regression of the hero, Sofonie,
as well as his identification with the evil beast are only suggested throughout the text, creating that fantastic
atmosphere as understood by Roger Caillois. Only a few details make the reader guess what he is going to
witness. As we have already seen, the hero is one more marginal, exceptional character, rejected by the
others and secluded by his own will. He is the only one who can cast out the wolves.

Here are the details that make us suspect something else hides beneath the surface of the text: Sofonie eats
almost nothing and never gets weak or ill. More than that, when fast-time, the wolves steal more sheep than
ever, which is an intriguing detail,
“aci se potrivea parca inadins o grozava intdmplare, ca un facut. In post, si mai cu seama in zilele
de ajunare, lupii dideau iama in turmele manastirii.” (150)

Interestingly enough, the wolf that causes the greatest damage is identified with Sata, and since the reader
already suspects that the monk intermingles somehow with the beast, we come once more across the
symbolic mixture of the sacred and demonic, of god and evil,
“E cu osebire o spurcaciune de lup mare si sur, mester si mlidios ca Satana. Asta nu stie nici de
gard, nici de cosar” (151)

Another interesting detail: as soon as Sofonie is called and interrupts his prayers, his trance, the wolf
disappears. Still, something in the monk’s appearance reminds us of the devilish beast,
“Sofonie se scula, si cu el odata umbra-i uriasa, care se zugravi neagra pe perete si-l insoti... Parul
si barba sure 1i stau zbarlite ca de méanie si ochii arzatori ii sticleau de un foc silbatic...1si netezi cu
mna chica razvritita... casca fioros de cateva ori...1si linse cu limba clabucii de spuma rosie ce-I
tiveau colturile gurii scragnind intre dinti...” (153) — my underlinings.

One more captivating detail: as a child, Sofonie had been hit by a fierce ram; this encounter with the evil
beast leaves behind only half of the healthy boy, now marked by this trauma, as if by a loss: “baiatul
ramasese zdruncinat: bolnavicios, lincav la mancare, ndzuros, Fara gust de joaca, aproape salbatic” (157).

176



The need to get revenged can only be satisfied later, and by a new embodiment of this tormented spirit: the
lycanthrope. The germs of this late development are to be found in the child, after this traumatic encounter.

Only a magician can identify him. Sotropa, the magician, is another interesting character: he is able to talk
to the dogs, because this is the only way to find out what or who is the malefic creature that haunts tha
monastery.

The circular route of the hero. The “unheimlich”

Never again has the circular route of the marginal hero been so clearly and terrifyingly embodied as by this
story. ‘The Hermit” is probably the best example: Sofonie chases the evil beast, the wolf that hunts their
sheep and cannot reach it, precisely because the wolf dwells upon his soul, because the wolf is himself.
Trying to catch the devil he must turn towards himself, the saint. It is the perfect embodiment of mythical
Uroboros, the snake that feeds by eating his own tail. However, this solution for the tension of the story is
offered to the reader only in the last two pages of the text.

Hence another observation: “The Hermit” is, thus, the best example of Voiculescu’s ability to create that
strange atmosphere Sigmund Freud called “Unheimlich”. The strangeness, “das Unheimliche” comes out of
the juxtaposition of something familiar and something scaring, or rather out of something familiar turned
into something terrifying, generative of Angst. Let us remember that Freud considered that the unheimlich
had the intriguing ability to suggest something of the home, and something strange, alien, usually kept
secret, but that was revealed nevertheless. (Freud: 303)

Voiculescu’s monstrous animals, like the White Whale, can be read in terms of what J. Kristeva calls
“abjection”, i.e. “what disturbs identity, system, order. What does not respect borders, position, rules... The
in-between, the ambiguous, the composite” (cf. J. Kristeva, “Approaching abjection”, Powers of Horror).

Probably this fantastic, “unheimlich” atmosphere is the thing that differentiates V.Voiculescu’s short
stories from Melville’s narrative. Otherwise, the same elements of the circular quest are to be identified: the
monstrous animal, the marginal human individual, on the verge of regression and intermingling with the
monster, as we have already seen, the tragic end of the story, i.e. the death of the hero. Such a monstrous
metamorphosis cannot be experienced but at the cost of losing one’s identity, and, finally, die.

All the heroes we have examined so far share this last characteristic; here are the paragraphs accounting for

their unusual death,
“Lostrita... se-ntoarse deodata nalucitoare, cu capul tinta in Aliman. Apoi porni, fulgerand apele,
spre el. Omul incremeni. Dar numaidecat, cu chipul luminat de o bucuie nefireasca, chiui... ‘iata,
vin!’...si, smucindu-se din mainile a trei oameni, sari in mijlocul Bistritei, cu bratele intinse spre
lostrita... Tinea lostrita si, ametit de izbitura apelor, se caznea s-0 apere...apoi s-a cufundat in valuri”
(55)

Amin shares the same tragic fate,
“o datda cu povara apelor care navali pe sparturd si-i smulse mainile, il covarsi suvoiul de pesti
zbucniti peste el. Amin nu putu, sau nu mai vru si aiba timp? Morunul se ivise amenintator. Cand
se Infipse In gaura neincdpatoare si se opinti, lud cu el in piept pe Amin...ducand la piept pe
stranepotul sau...” (43)

Gheorghies, the dead hero of “Lacul rau” (“The Evil Lake”), is also swallowed by a lake that was not
shown respect. Once moredoes the coexistence of strange details give birth to that feeling of “unheimlich”:
what was supposed to be inanimate is shown as an evil, not only animate, but anthropomorphic being:
“Lacul rau isi avea tainele lui venite din vechi veleaturi... Nu era ingaduit sd calci anume locuri, mai ales
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mijlocul, care sta ca un iezer aparte, miez negru, viu, unde vine de ape groase ca pe picior zbucnite din alte
taramuri bulbuceau in afunziguri” (Ultimul Berevoi: 294).

Probably such unheimlich details are the best argument in favour of Voiculescu’s uniqueness: the fantastic
that springs out of these isolated spots sets this world apart from the fabulous hunt of Melville’s whale. It is
difficult if not impossible to ignore such fragments like the one in which a girl, Aliman’s lover, is described
as the evil fish, is suggested to be the evil monster itself. However, like one of Voiculescu’s characters
states, one can never be sure; here is the fragment,
“are parul despletit pe umeri ca niste suvoaie de plavite rasfirate pe o stand alba. Ochii, de
chihlimbar verde-aurii cu strilici albastri, erau mari, rotunzi, dar reci ca de sticla. Si dintii, cand i-a
infipt intr-o coaja de paine intinsa de Aliman, s-au descoperit albi, dar ascutiti ca la fiare...” (51);
“Parca fusesera facuti si adunati unul pe potriva celuilalt. Era frumoasa, cu chipul cam bucilat,
suie, cu trupul lung, mladios...” (52).
Their love and union only announces Aliman’s final identification with the demonic fish.

Conclusions. The unifying role of the “unheimlich”

Finally, we should mention the fact that Voiculescu’s fictional universe appears as a one dominated by the
fantastic, either in Todorov’s acception or Caillois’, or understood as “unheimlich”, at least in the stories
that represent the tough core of this millieu. The fantastic, just like the above mentioned authors defined it,
irrupts in the midst of the most commonplace and realistic space that could have been brought to the
reader’s attention, the Romanian fields or mountains, with their inhabitants, with their traditions and
beliefs. The reader can never be sure if this world realistically describes the wilderness or not. Explanations
are continuously offered and systematically rejected by the narrators. It is definitely a strange, and
sometimes terrifying world, rooted in archaic myths and archetypes. The world of the last Berevoi, the last
magician, however oscilating between the old mythical heritage and a new era only dawning in these texts.
It is a world able to go back in time,

“Luma muntelui se-ntorcea la varsta lemnului si la varsta pietrei” (Ultimul Berevoi, 320), where
spells are at home, as well as archetypes,

“duhul marelui taur al muntelui, batranul arhitaur, strabunul celor de azi” (323), where the sheperds
regress to the status of cattle, at least while performing old rituals,

“La intrare se addpara ca niste vite, sorbind pe rand din galeata magica, trei pe o

parte, trei pe alta, cu buhaiul in fruntea lor” (324).
Still this is a world where the magic is at its dusk, “Magia se istovise in om. Puterile ei se stramutasera in
fier si n otel” (332).

Looking back at this strange universe, the reader cannot even be sure of the label it could match: fantastic?
or just fabulous, like Melville’s? or neither of the two? The feeling that the reader is left with is that this
world is a slippery ground, always slipping through the fingers of an analyst. Which is, after all, precisely
Toodrov’s definition of the fantastic.
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