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The thesis of the doctoral study entitled “Zoe Dumitrescu-Bușulenga or On 

“Taming” Literature. From The Paidetic Master to the Kairotic Human” aims at the         

(re-)emplacement within the specialty horizon of the Romanian literary criticism of one of 

the most important cultural figures of the last century, Zoe Dumitrescu-Bușulenga. Why a 

study about Zoe Dumitrescu-Bușulenga and not about some other personality in Romanian 

culture? The argument we start from is that, throughout the years, Zoe                          

Dumitrescu-Bușulenga was the “target” of several lacunose value judgements in the literary 

criticism; thus, we consider a monographic study of her works and biography to be of utmost 

priority, our intention being that of examining her oeuvre both from the perspective of the 

history of literary ideas and of the proposed hermeneutic models. 

On the one hand, Zoe Dumitrescu-Buşulenga is generally ”labelled” as a ”classical 

philology”-oriented author i.e. specialist in ancient oriental literature and in the Greek and 

Latin culture of antiquity. Nevertheless, beyond the passionate and thoroughly criticism (for 

that time) revealed by her studies on the polyhedral development process of the Romanian 

cultural phenomenon “puer senex”
1
 defined and related to the universal context, Zoe 

Dumitrescu-Bușulenga’s intellectual background reveals a complex personality: the scholar 

was given an effervescent reception in her days, being a catalyst presence on the daily 

“scene” of literary life and not only
2
. The attention she received was also a result of the 

humanist, renaissance training of the professor of comparative literature, fact which made it 

                                                             
1 Zoe Dumitrescu-Bușulenga, Itinerarii prin cultură, București, Editura Eminescu, 1982, p. 382. 
2 See Alex Ştefănescu, Istoria literaturii române contemporane (1941-2000), București, Editura Mașina de 

Scris, 2005, pp. 728-732. 
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possible for her to get closer to the “canonical” works and writers of Romanian and world 

literature. A paidetic, comparativist spirit, in sound command of the art of rhetoric and 

occupying important leading positions at home and abroad, Zoe Dumitrescu-Bușulenga 

continues the critical preoccupations of her mentors. It is no accident that she embraces the 

theme-oriented criticism and biographism promoted by George Călinescu, but also the 

preference for comparative criticism and interdisciplinary studies of her great model: Tudor 

Vianu. At the same time, as Zaharia Sângeorzan
3
 states, the author we studied “challenges” 

the canonical writers, the highest ranking in Romanian literature, but also certain exciting 

topics which were both very fashionable at the time and equally “delicate”, in that they are 

regarded – in broad lines, if not necessarily in detail – at least as less fertile in what concerns 

the novel theses they advocate. With all these, “Her monographic studies (about Creangă and 

Eminescu, o.n., S.M.) does not reiterate Călinescu’s conclusions...”
4
, are not merely “docile” 

re-takes on the exegetic ideas formulated by her predecessors, but evidence for the outline of 

an encyclopedical individuality and profesional critical intuition. 

On the other hand, the philological career embraced by Zoe Dumitrescu-Bușulenga 

follows a path that is at least peculiar, if not emblematic, for the course of Romanian culture 

and literature in the 20
th
 century. Therefore, we believe we are witnesses to the life of a 

literary personality placed at a crossroads: 1963 marks her debut with the monograph 

dedicated to Ion Creangă (although in 1959 she co-authors, with Savin Bratu, the study 

“Contemporanul” și vremea lui), and 2006 is the year she passed away. In other words,  Zoe 

Dumitrescu-Buşulenga wrote and published in a period “unfavourable” to Romanian culture: 

the proletkultist period (1948-1964) and that of nationalist socialism after 1971, including, of 

course, a brief period of liberalisation and opening (1964-1971). And yet, her works remained 

free from objective assimilation, maintaining the highest level of professional skill, most 

critics ascribed to the author the socialist ideas of her criticism published in contemporary 

journals, unrighteously invalidating the probity of her scientific demarche. 

The choice of subject was governed by two essential personal motivations: the 

interest for Zoe Dumitrescu-Bușulenga’s fields of (interdisciplinary) research – “perused” 

and “canonical” in the Romanian culture and even worldwide, on which a lot has been 

written but which remain, nevertheless, pertinent and stimulating: Eminescu studies 

(eminescology), the period of the great classics, ancient Greek literature, the renaissance, 

                                                             
3 See Zaharia Sângeorzan, Anotimpurile criticii, București, Editura Cartea Românească, 1983, p. 138: “Her 

studies’ endeavour will be that of convincing us about the author’s power of synthesis, about her audacity to 

criticise, without any kind of complex, topics considered critically depleted”. 
4 Ibidem. 
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humanism, romanticism, music, the arts, the memoir, parenetic literature, the religious 

dimension of literature a.s.o. and, in equal measure, the subjective-affective desire to write 

about a personality in Romanian culture at the end of the last century whom I felt attached to 

and who left a profound imprint on me, both intellectually and spiritually, during the 

approximately two years of our correspondence (2004-2006).  

The innovative character of our research consists in the fact that such a 

monographic study is absent from the restitutive “scene” of our literary criticism. Besides the 

articles and reviews (numerous and not at all negligible) that have been published in 

periodicals, we do not have an overview of Zoe Dumitrescu-Buşulenga’s entire work. 

Moreover, we remark the austere bio-bibliographical presentation of the author in the 

Romanian literary histories and dictionaries, and the regrettable absence of at least a 

synthetic, if not exhaustive, reception that would capture the major coordinates of her work
5
. 

Hence, we consider that a monographic study seen as first attempt applied to Zoe               

Dumitrescu-Bușulenga’s writings is necessary with a view to creating a new portrait, full of 

life, about her multiple cultural and academic concerns promoted in the 20th (and the first 

years of the 21st) century. Both the choice of subject and the innovative character explain the 

topicality of research. 

The originality of our thesis consists in the application of a modern reading scheme 

over Zoe Dumitrescu-Bușulenga’s criticism and of certain comparativist research methods 

and reception directions of the literary text which can be inscribed within a broad research 

area that combines biography and the history of ideas with the history of mentalities, the 

history of art with the history of images a.s.o., all of which being subsumed, naturally, to an 

even larger ideological, political, historical and cultural context reflected in fields   

complementary to literature: philosophy, music, sculpture, painting, psychoanalysis, politics, 

architecture, religion, linguistics, pragmatics, semiotics (see chapters III, IV, V, VI, VII, VIII, 

IX, X). As a result, the present study is distinguished in the field of highly specialised 

research through at least four methodological and discoursive novelties, applied to Zoe 

Dumitrescu-Bușulenga’s writings: 1. a “concept-oriented” study of the author, rather than an 

“author-oriented” one
6
. As an exegetic method, with Zoe Dumitrescu-Bușulenga, 

comparativism has the French meaning, attributed to it by the “discipline de couronnement” 

                                                             
5
 For example, in  Istoria critică a literaturii române: 5 secole de literatură, Pitești, Editura Paralela 45, 2008, 

Nicolae Manolescu does not dedicate her at least one distinct entry (she is merely mentioned, collaterally, in 

connection with other writers or secondary subjects explored). 
6 For a critical opinion on the interpretative dialectics regarding the author-oriented and concept-oriented studies 

on Eminescu, see Ioana Bot’s literary theory developed in subchapter 3.2.1., The reflection in German 

Romanticism or the “fascination with comparativism”, of the present research. 
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(crowning discipline). That is precisely why we believe that the study undertaken in 

Eminescu şi romantismul german (Engl.: Eminescu and the German Romanticism) is founded 

upon orienting the research toward the concept – therefore, the work of the eminescologist is 

a concept-oriented one (see subchapter 3.2. Eminescu under the horizon of German 

Romanticism). In subchapter 3.4.2. Mihai Eminescu or on the “necessary intermediary”. 

Converging comparativist perspectives, we applied the concept of the “necessary 

intermediary”, after Aristotle; in chapter IV, Ion Creangă and the allegory “masks”. 

“Beyond” the story, we applied the concept of “allegory”, after Paul de Man and Antoine 

Compagnon and in chapter V, Zoe Dumitrescu-Bușulenga, writer of memoirs, of the 

“punctum”, after R. Barthes; 2. by using the deconstructivist phenomenon in the studies 

dedicated to Eminescu and Creangă. We attempted, as a result, at modernising Zoe 

Dumitrescu-Bușulenga’s critical discourse which draws her closer to the paradigm of 

(post)modern philosophy, updating her critical ideas, and which thus incorporate, at a deeper 

level, the “germs” of a revigorating, decyphering language and a (forever) novel critical code 

for literary interpretation. In subchapter 3.4.3. Cezara. A “failed” erotic project, we pursue to 

find out to what extent the concept of indecidable, theorized by J. Derrida on the background 

of the love story between monk Ieronim and countess Cezara Bianchi from the romantic short 

story Cezara, might be applied – as it is illustrated by Ioana Bot in her writings about 

Eminescu
7
, and taking into consideration Zoe Dumitrescu-Buşulenga’s critical assertions 

from the preface to Eminescu’s book, Prose
8
. Chapter IV, Ion Creangă and the allegory 

“masks”. “Beyond” the story, postulates a possible superposition between Zoe    

Dumitrescu-Buşulenga’s critical ideas upon the need “to rediscover” / ”reread” Ion Creangă’s 

works and other nowadays famous studies belonging to important literary theoreticians and 

critics of the 20
th

 and 21
st
 centuries. Is there any chance to tell something new about 

Creangă’s prose? In this direction, we verified if Zoe Dumitrescu-Buşulenga’s hypotheses 

might find their solution in Gilbert Durand’s, J. Hillis Miller’s and Eugen Simion’s theses (on 

the multiple meanings of a literary text), in Antoine Compagnon’s and Paul de Man’s ideas 

(about the concept of allegory), in Jacques Derrida’s thesis (on deconstruction), in Roland 

Barthes’ ideas (on “blind and dumb criticism”), and in Ioana Bot’s criticism on action 

segmentation, calling for concepts such as the indicible and allegory; 3. by presenting certain 

lesser known or explored sequences of cultural and diplomatic history of Zoe        

                                                             
7 See Ioana Bot, Eminescu explicat fratelui meu, București, Editura Art, 2012. 
8 See Mihai Eminescu, Proză. Prefaţă şi note de Zoe Dumitrescu-Buşulenga. Text stabilit de Eugen Simion şi 

Flora Şuteu. Ediţia a II-a, Bucureşti, Editura Albatros, 1976. 
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Dumitrescu-Bușulenga’s position as chair of Accademia di Romania in Roma (see chapter 

VII, Zoe Dumitrescu-Buşulenga in sight of the Romanian diplomacy. The Romanian-Italian 

relations in a European context and annex 12.1. Zoe Dumitrescu-Buşulenga, polymath. The 

event calendar of the activities developed as head of Accademia di Romania in Roma) and 4. 

drawing a profoundly religious portrait of Zoe Dumitrescu-Bușulenga which (undoubtedly 

unique in the history of Romanian literary criticism) reveals the monastic side of the cultural 

figure who became, in time, Mother Benedict (see chapter X). 

The scientific character of the thesis is given by the varied and extended 

bibliography on the subject, which includes: literary histories, anthologies, dictionaries, 

collective volumes, exegeses, critical editions and studies, “escort texts”, articles published in 

periodicals, archives (files) of the MAE (Romanian Ministry of External Affairs), archived 

materials (files, notes) from the “Popovici-Petrescu” book  fund of the “Octavian Goga” 

country library in Cluj-Napoca, doctoral thesis, personal correspondence, electronic addresses 

(sitology). Of principal importance were the rennaisance and humanist phenomenon and the 

interdisciplinary vocation throughout Zoe Dumitrescu-Bușulenga’s writings, benefiting from 

a consistent body of specialised bibliography in Italian, which I could employ during my 

international mobility at the “La Sapienza” university of Rome, under the supervision of 

Professor Luisa Valmarin, between March – June 2012 and February – May 2013. 

Concerning the structure and organisation of this thesis, it is divided into 9 

chapters (including the corresponding subchapters), an argumentation and conclusions. 

These are completed by an appendix and the final bibliography. In all, the study includes 13 

chapters. 

Chapter II, Zoe Dumitrescu-Bușulenga’s life. Under the sign of the chosen destiny, 

provides a synthesis of Zoe Dumitrescu-Bușulenga’s biographic coordinates, with special 

insistence on her intellectual and professional path, but also on her childhood years and her 

religious side – the latter being manifest mostly during her late years, when she draws closer 

to monastic life.  

Chapter III, Zoe Dumitrescu-Bușulenga, exegete of Eminescu, undoubtedly occupies 

the largest part of the present study. This is an ample, complex and diverse chapter, due to the 

density of the works by Eminescu that we had investigated and of the methodological effort, 

the reading schemes and proposed hermeneutic methods, because we deemed it necessary to 

analyse the author’s exegesis of Eminescu with a view to providing a useful instrument for 

the history of our literary ideas, but also out of the desire to highlight the novelty of these 

works at the respective moment and, at the same time, to reveal their scientific benefit for the 
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depths of Eminescu’s “cosmos”, forever debated and confronted. Zoe                     

Dumitrescu-Buşulenga’s works on Eminescu’s writings revolve about three central pillars 

that draw up the edifice that frames Eminescu’s creativity. Thus, Eminescu is analysed 

according to three successive references, anchored to various types of esthetical values, 

literary motifs and themes: national (for example, the poet’s biography stands under the 

“bounteous” token of a creative spirit, prophetically destined to the “chosen” ones), universal 

(comparatively mirroring Eminescu’s writings in the German Romanticism) and last, but not 

least, Christian (in Zoe Dumitrescu-Buşulenga’s opinion, Eminescu is a Christian / religious 

poet although he is initially “perused” through two reductionistic “filters” as well: the 

philosophical vision promoted by the German Romantic trend and the communist ideology 

devoted to atheism). 

Subchapters 3.4.1. Towards a poetics of cultural models: from Mihai Eminescu to 

Tudor Vianu and 3.4.2. Mihai Eminescu or on the “necessary intermediary”. Converging 

comparativist perspectives propose interdisciplinary critical and hermeneutic discussions       

– starting from Tudor Vianu and Aristotle, and culminating with the related critical ideas 

expressed by an important poetician of the last century and, implicitly, a brilliant scholar of 

Eminescu, Ioana Em. Petrescu – on the question of the privileged position of the national 

poet in the hierarchy of Romanian literature and on his status as a literary “model” of great 

influence for the “becoming” of our literature in the post-Eminescu period. 

Chapter V, Zoe Dumitrescu-Bușulenga, writer of memoirs, intends to map the 

humanistic path, the journeys taken by the researched author in the European cultural space 

during her lifetime. The journey represents a mode of knowledge for Zoe             

Dumitrescu-Bușulenga, having a formative and expiatory role. We interpreted the 

multifarious significances of these fundamental existential journeys relative to the concept of 

punctum, as theorised by R. Barthes. 

Chapter VI, Zoe Dumitrescu-Bușulenga, renaissance and paidetic spirit, intends to 

be a “critique of criticism” applied to the volumes that have interdisciplinary themes              

– Sophocles and the human condition; Renaissance, humanism and the dialogue of the arts; 

Eminescu and music; Music and literature; Ștefan Luchian; The Brontë sisters – along which 

we focused on both the configuration of ancient Greece, perceived, semantically, as an 

ontological universe in which man lives in a mythical, a-temporal and a-historical time, being 

guided at once by the laws of the gods and the categorical imperatives, and on the 

relationship of literature with music and the arts, anchored in a national and universal context 

which articulates, in principle, the bipolarity man-universe or individual-the cosmos – as this 
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interdependence is illustrated in ancient Greece, the Renaissance, Humanism, the Victorian 

Age (with the  Brontë sisters), a.s.o. 

Chapter VII, Zoe Dumitrescu-Buşulenga in sight of the Romanian diplomacy. The 

Romanian-Italian relations in a European context, retraces Zoe Dumitrescu-Bușulenga’s 

diplomatic course between 1991-1997, a period during which she held an important leading 

position as chair of the prestigious institution in the capital of Italy: Accademia di Romania 

in Roma. Completing this chapter, unique to date on the restitutive scene of Romanian 

literary ideas, was made possible by researching the archives of the Ministry of External 

Affairs (internal memos, correspondence, files, etc.), but also thanks to a trans-national 

mobility, part of the 2
nd

 and 3
rd

 year of doctoral studies at the “La Sapienza” university in 

Rome, Italy, under the supervision of university professor Luisa Valmarin. 

 Chapter VIII, Zoe Dumitrescu-Bușulenga, in the “labyrinth” of paratexts. “The 

martyrdom of seeing”, intends to map the major critical “routes” undertaken by Zoe 

Dumitrescu-Bușulenga in her quality of preface-writer, curator, publisher, translator et. al. As 

author of a number of “escort” texts, the paratexts we consulted entitled us to believe that 

Zoe Dumitrescu-Bușulenga re-traces the main lines of the history of Romanian and world 

literature diminutively, on a small scale, but in a way worth pursuing not only for clarifying 

and properly understanding her literary and academic preoccupations, but also for a better 

understanding of the evolution of the Romanian and universal cultural phenomenon. 

 Chapter IX, Zoe Dumitrescu-Buşulenga, publishing activity, aims to inventory the 

journalistic activity of the researcher (over 150 articles were consulted) and also to decipher 

some common critical / exegetic lineage that can be reconstituted from the press of those 

days and which truly represented a “semantic pool” for subsequently writing her studies. It is 

at the same time a “delicate” chapter, because we were faced with the issue of some articles 

that were written in the spirit of communist ideology, which explains many of the 

“allegations” and also “the laurels” with which she was encountered throughout her life.  

Chapter X, Mother Benedict or on “the kairotic human”, focuses on the presentation 

and interpretation of Zoe Dumitrescu-Buşulenga’s religious side, who would choose to 

become a nun at the age of 85. Leaving the world of letters, Zoe Dumitrescu-Buşulenga 

enters another realm, a sacred one, which runs on other existential coordinates and which 

stresses on the rhythms of a life spent under the auspices of humility, prayer and self-denial, 
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which allowed us to make the association with the kairotic human
9
: “the man of the right 

choice” or “the complete man”. 

Chapter XI contains the conclusions of our research and is followed by a series of 5 

annexes consisting of: 1. The restoration of the event calendar developed at Accademia di 

Romania in Roma under Zoe Dumitrescu-Buşulenga’s directorship; 2. Dialogues with 

contemporary cultural figures about Zoe Dumitrescu-Buşulenga 3. Interview Zoe 

Dumitrescu-Buşulenga – Silviu Mihăilă 4. Correspondence between Zoe               

Dumitrescu-Buşulenga and Silviu Mihăilă (“premise” for a possible critical edition) and 5. 

Zoe Dumitrescu-Buşulenga in the personal archive of the addressee (we reproduce in the 

form of photocopies, the interview and the letters sent by Zoe Dumitrescu-Buşulenga to 

Silviu Mihăilă). The present study ends, naturally, with bibliographical references. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                             
9 We made this connection starting from the (slightly shaded) meaning that Aristotel, Dimitrie Cantemir, 

Baltasar Gracián, and Constantin Noica gave to the concept of kairos – with its values, i.e. kairotic        

individual / human, respectively kairotic time. 
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