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THE TRAVELOGUE IN CONTEMPORARY ROMANIAN LITERATURE. 

FEATURES OF BIOGRAPHICAL WRITING AND IDENTITY ISSUES

SUMMARY

Keywords: Travelogue, biographical genres, identity, otherness, imagology

The present paper sets out to challenge the contemporary reader to see beyond the 

objective spatiality, an identity construct of the self which builds up and then scatters 

throughout the text. The aim of this research is not to give an exhaustive description of all 

travelogues from the 20th century, which is almost impossible as more and more travel 

diaries come out, either during a writer’s life, or some years after their death. Only 

travelogues considered representative for the biographical genre have been researched or in 

order to illustrate the identity and imagological component, as for example those of Eugen 

Simion, Octavian Paler, Ioana Bot, Adrian Păunescu, Dan Berindei or Marin Sorescu, diarists 

who travelled abroad to then come back home in order to face again the self-image from the 

symbolical Ithaca. This paper also has in mind to define the closest meaning and the place 

that the travel diary has within the biographical genre, as well as the relevance the concepts 

of identity and otherness have in relation to the style of travel diaries.

Our approach follows two directions which, seen from a converging perspective 

assures, on the one hand, a classification of theoretical and methodological information 

belonging to the diaristic writing so as to allow pinpointing the features that mark a possible 

poetics of the travel diary; and, on the other hand, through a practical and applicative 

association of the concepts of identity and otherness to a corpus of texts that we consider 

representative to the dynamics, complexity and diversity of travel diaries and which allow not 

only the identification of the theoretical and methodological component, but also the vivid 

representation of the real hypostases of this kind of genre.

The aim of the first part of this paper, “The travelogue in between the complexity of 

writing and the depiction of reality”, is to present the travel diary as a literary style belonging 

to the biographical genre. From the start, we have taken into consideration the reluctance that 

theoreticians and critics have regarding the autonomy of this literary style which is seen, 

more often than not, as a version of the personal diary. Although this style is far from having 

a coherent poetics, the present paper tries to prove that the travel diary can be considered a 

self-standing piece of writing which, though governed by the same pseudo laws of the travel 
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diary – the personal diary, stands out first of all by capturin “le dedans”, whereas the former

ss driven by “le dehors”. Even if the two features cannot stand alone, they enable the 

classification that Gusdorf himself makes, dividing diaries into internal and external, the 

external ones being those for which the events are more important than the individual. 

According to Gusdorf, the external diary is “un jurnal des autres”. If, in the case of the 

personal diary, the diarist’s feelings, mood and internal motivation are, somewhat, changed 

into a mirror – otherness of the inner self, in the case of the travelogue the external factors 

influence the way in which the self responds to new stimuli, transforms itself several times 

according to the external factors, resizes itself in as many hypostases which restore/redo, as in 

a mirror, the altered image of the diarist – traveller. 

Bearing in mind that the diaristic writing is a plurality of fragments of life and 

feelings, the travel diary best corresponds to the condition of fragmentation as it captures bits 

of otherness and self in confrontation. As Eugen Simion put it, “The fragment is a rather easy 

exercise of writing, easier than the current literary way of writing, and it can comprise more 

genres and, by refusing the norms and the existing poetics, recreates its own peotics and 

structure.”1

The chronology or “Blanchot’s law” is one of the most important laws in writing and 

is, as Blanchot himself put it “the pact which the writer signs” – “The chronology is his 

demon, his inspiration, his composer, his challenge and his guardian.”2 Although it respects 

this law, as the journey takes place in a set time limit or largely expected, the travel diary has, 

more than the personal diary, diversions from the pseudo law because, along the way, there 

could be interruptions of the narration because of weather conditions, an unfavourable 

political context and many other things which do not dully allow the immediate narration and 

thus, when transcribed the mood of the writer could be completely different from the moment 

of the experience. Eugen Simion, the theoretician of this genre, is among the writers who do 

not obey this law, as well as Octavian Paler, who is interested more in descriptive, 

mythological or historical parallels rather than respecting the chronology.

The law of simultaneity is tightly connected to chronology. Simultaneity is very 

important to the travelogue as the diarist tends to write under the immediate influence of his 

experience, turning the sheet of paper into a silent witness. Simultaneity means capturing the 

moment right when it is happening – proof of the oringinality of the text but, as it goes for 

chronology, there can be elements which disrupt it: time dilation through postponing writing 

1 Simion, Eugen, Ficțiunea jurnalului intim, vol. I Există o poetică a jurnalului, ed. cit., pp. 105-106.
2 Idem, p. 107
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down because of some subjective or objective impediments, not known to the writer, for 

example weather conditions, health issues, travel conditions which make it harder to write; to 

these aspects, can be added the diarist’s desire to realease – or not – his notes and this leads to 

different modifications, removal or addition of some excerpts. 

Another principle relating to writing a diary, invoked by Roland Bathes himself, is 

“the artifice of sincerity”, which he does not think decisive to justify the personal diary as it 

anchors itself on “second rate imaginary”3. However, sincerity plays an important part in 

writing a travel diary, no matter its aim; more often than not, the writer wants to reproduce 

what he sees as truthful as possible, to experiment and discover himself and the other as this 

is the only way he can save himself and the world seen through oblivion. In as far as the 

travel diary is concerned, which aims at the external world, trespassing sincerity would mean 

a kind of “self-blinding” so as not to see the reality – sometimes because of past experiences, 

prejudices or because of the informant cultural speech, the traveller could misinterpret the 

world in front of him. And, if the diarist wishes to release the text, some deviations from 

sincerity can happen, either through omission or embellishment of the truth. 

Sincerity triggers authenticity, a feature which is a little difficult to demonstrate, 

especially when it comes to personal writings. Regarding the travel diary, its authenticity can 

be demonstrated, at least partially, as there are documents, letters, real spaces and 

sociological elements which can be verified. The feelings of the person experiencing all this 

cannot be demonstrated, though, because the diarist can fantasize. 

The last principle invoked is confidentiality. Among the subjective pieces of writing, 

the diary is the one which claims this principle the most as it is, first and foremost, aimed at 

the person writing it. This holds true for some travelogues as well and some writers, as for 

example Marin Sorescu, refuse to keep such a journal precisely because of the indiscretion 

shown by his acquaintances or the because of the intrusion caused by the communist 

censorship. 

One can notice, by closely examining the travel diary that, besides writing about the 

self, aspect which has made a lot of critics to state that it is just another image of the personal 

diary, it also includes an important imagological component because the writer compares his 

self to the others and self-defines himself in accordance with the otherness. The second part, 

“Elements of imagology”, focuses on an imagology research, as the last decades have 

witnessed an importance given to research, thorough study and understanding of the concept 

3 Barthes, Roland apud Simion, Eugen, Ficțiunea jurnalului intim, vol. I Există o poetică a jurnalului, ed. cit., 
p. 149.
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of imagology. Globalisation and, implicitly, the fall of the oppressive regimes have favoured 

the contact with other nations, other cultures and civilisations and this lead to a clash with 

“the other”, with the otherness. As it is known, imagology researches the correlation between 

the Other and self, the perception of other nations through our own values, thus giving this 

representation process a self – refetential nature. Imagology works with a number of complex 

concepts such as: image, self, otherness, Other, identity. Daniel Hanri Pageux put forward 

that the image is “the representation of a cultural reality through which the individual or the 

group of people that came up with it (spreads it or just accepts it) outlines and translates a 

social, cultural, ideological and imaginary space where they want to place it.”4 The perceived 

foreign socio – cultural space develops in the mind of the person facing it an image drawn by 

all the cultural, experimental and structural inheritance of the viewer reproduced in a strong 

subjective marked by his personality/identity. On the other hand, by observing the other and 

expressing opinions, the diarist also receives information about himself. 

Discovering the other through travelling is done differently because travelling 

subordinates to the aim imposed by the traveller’s identity and interests: social evolution, 

tourism, education achievement; the itinerant route thus becomes a framework, a reason or an 

instrument. In this case, the traveller does not only discover the “foreigner”, but he also 

becomes one. An identity of the writer is thus built, a fluctuating identity within time and 

directly dependent on the experience lived. Claude Dubar talks about the concepts of 

ipseity and mêmeté, and defines ipseity as “the common essence to all beings and which 

makes them different from other essences and defines their own being”5, which enables him 

to make a difference between the two concepts: “The essentialism states that these two 

categories really exist: this very essence assures the permanency of beings, defined through 

the terms of mêmeté, thus acquiring a final definition. The identity of beings is what makes 

them identical to their essence.”

The antonym of identity is otherness. Otherness designates the other person, the 

neighbour, the Other, which is different from what I am. In the last decades, more and more 

critics have presented different theories about otherness. The conclusion is that otherness can 

be found not only outside the individual, by comparison, but inside himself as well, by 

comparison with himself – multiple hypostases. Understading the internal or the external 

otherness is easily done trough travelling. Travelling, no matter the reason, be it political: 

4 Pageux, Daniel-Henri, Literatura general şi comparata, Traducere de Lidia Bodea, Editura Polirom, 2000, p. 
83.
5 Dubar, Claude, Criza identităţilor: Interpretarea unei mutaţii, traducerea din limba franceză: Gheorghe Chiriţă, 
Editura Ştiinţa, Bucureşti, 2002, p. 8.
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revolution, emmigration, exile, migration, deportation, cleansing; intellectual or moral, 

material or technical, means subtly playing with time and space and accepting loss of direct 

contact with the origins, even uprooting, which favours internal and external otherness. Ion 

Hirghiduș wonders: “At the same time, in order to hold on to the idea of universality for a 

long time, we wonder wether the paths towards a bigger house, the one belonging to the 

world, means losing your own identity or searching for new ways of discovering yourself. 

Revealing yourself to the world means preparing your own identity to accept otherness. 

Otherness is nothing but a return to yourself, like when you swim from one bank to the other. 

When in the rapids of the river, one needs to adapt to a different world, which is not yours 

yet. If you get on the other bank safe and sound, and this depends on how good a swimmer 

you are, the rapids of the river are no longer a stranger to you.”6

Regarding the writing of memoirs and travel diaries by Romanian writers, in the third

part, “From the idea of travelling as literary genre belonging to the Romanian 19th century to 

the changing of the diaristic writing in the 20th century”, we synthesized some information 

which we considered important in order to place the texts examined in a diachronic context, 

referring to the complexity of these texts in the 19th century, as well as to the changes in 

cultural paradigm which reverberate to the diaristic writings of the 20th century. Angelo 

Mitchievici sees the Romanian writer who travelled after 1945 as an allegorist; to the latter, 

travelling is but a pretext for a critical research of his own culture, of his own identity and 

bestowed with an admiration complex. “He moves from the margin to the centre to have a 

better definition of humanity, as well as to get to know himself by comparison with the 

model. (...) There is also a traveller who never decentres, who turns his experience with the 

Other into a polemic self-centering.”7

The analysis of the corpus, made up of diaries belonging to notable open-minded 

Romanian personalities, from slightly different epochs, as different as creative when 

experimenting with writing diaries, showed that the view of the writer about his own self and 

the way in which he mirrors his experience is different from writer to writer. Every piece of 

writing is conceived in a given cultural, political or social context which marks the whole 

diaristic imaginary, as well as the influence the journey has on its writer. As the “ghost” of 

the writer emerges from the text, the images displayed can have similarities when the journey 

is done in the same space or under the same conditions, as well as important differences. The 

6 dr. Hirghiduș, Ioan, Identitate și alteritate ȋn spațiul cultural romȃnesc, ȋn Analele Universităţii Constantin 
Brâncuşi” din Târgu Jiu, Seria Litere şi Ştiinţe Sociale, Nr. 3/2010, p. 148.
7 Mitchievici, Angelo, Umbrele paradisului. Scriitori români şi francezi în Uniunea Sovietică, Prefaţă de 
Vladimir Tismăneanu, Humanitas, Bucureşti, 2011, p. 45.
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readjustment crisis of the self, more or less depicted as such in the text, and due the presence 

of the unknown is almost always present. The identity, acquired through speech, takes the 

form of a construct which is gradually taking shape by bits gathered through self-analysis of 

one’s reactions, and in close connection with the Other; the vast majority of diaries belong to 

the communist period or the period after the fall of the totalitarian system, a time 

characterized by division, rupture and even a change of identity.

In the attempt to capture the structure of the travel diary, the common elements 

belonging to these texts, writtent under similar or different conditions, and its defining 

features, we have noticed, on the one hand, a constant confrontation with one’s own identity 

as well as with otherness and, on the other hand, that this genre means a number of fragments 

gathered in a mirror of a self which has lived. Eugen Simion’s The Paris Diary develops the 

image of a young intellectual from the East, from the other side of the Iron Curtain, who 

undergoes a spiritual journey under the sign of books in Paris – capital of the European 

Enlightment – the image of a forbidden paradise, only known through books. The 

confrontation with the real Paris is disappointing, even depressing in a first time, but the 

adjustement will take place gradually, the emphasis moving from an inaccurate image of 

Paris to the development diary sui generis.

Accompanied by fragments belonging to the theory of writing diaries as distinctive 

experience, the stages of the research of the self in a completely new world link to a 

mandatory but uneasy dialogue with otherness. Octavian Paler travels, in a novelistic manner, 

to far or near places – America or the Hellenic land, and tenaciously searches the cultural 

roots which nourished Europe and, thus, through an accepted antinomy– the land across the 

Atlantic. The contact with the two worlds is always disappointing as they do not meet the 

models found in books and it is a chance to permanently self-check one’s identity, one’s own 

strength, under the circumstances of a radical otherness, culturally barren or whose values 

must be extracted from memory and not reality, as it is the case with the journey to Greece. 

The diary of the historian Dan Berindei comes with an experiment with double stake –

accepting the status of Eastern intellectual patriot and otherness with the opportunity to 

escape, even temporarily, in a free world. In Switzerland, Ioana Bot embarks on a symbolic 

journey to look for the lost Latin, metaphor to talk about a cultural pilgrimage in search of the 

lost Ithaca – and not surprisingly found in a genuine melting pot favoured not only by the 

traditional neutrality of Switzerland regarding any external political authorities but also its 

readiness to grant research scholarships to young people from all over the world. The 

confrontation with otherness also means a confrontation with stereotypes which stigmatize 
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Romania, but also a confrontation with one’s self, the travel diary writer seeing herself as a 

freak, a weird exhibit, not easily adaptable outside classes in a free and civilized world from 

the West. Marin Sorescu’s diaries – or better yet travel notes gathered in a posthumous book 

– illustrated the perception of another type of Romanian intellectual– one who is reserved 

with the external world, balanced and discreet, often not happy with what he’s given, not very 

favourable to a direct contact, but direct with the otherness. The hand that writes does not go 

away from this exercise of poetical and lyrical sincerity, transforming into verses his 

impressions about the Mexican culture or keeping himself to only brief jots, cautious to 

express feelings. Adrian Păunescu’s journey to Vienna, together with his son, willingly mixes 

the eulogy of the sole Party with an explicit expression of an accepted patriotism, on the 

grounds of the diarist’s numbness to the mirage represented by the West. Often considered 

duplicitous in essence as well as in form, more or less allusive to Adrian Păunescu’s attitude 

towards the communist regime, the speech bears the marks of the frame of mind of the epoch

and the rhetoric of the accepted patriotism leaves its mark on the writing. 

The last stage of our approach suggets a synthetic view on the corpus examined, 

aimed at reuniting and rendering a higher coherence to theoretical elements, confimed, in our 

opinion, by the literary and diary analyses and features of every single attempt to identify 

oneself through writing, according to the hypostases of the otherness that the journey to 

another cultural place has. 

After researching nine travel diaries, we can notice that the view regarding the self 

and the way to reflect the experience differs from writer to writer. Each writing belonging to 

this genre is conceived in a certain cultural, political or social context which leaves its mark 

on the whole diary and on the way the journey influences the writer. As the ‘ghost’ of the 

writer can show through the text, the images created can have some things in common when 

the journey happens in the same place, as well as distinctive differences. The crisis of self 

triggered by the uknown place is almost always present. The identity is a construct which 

forms itself gradually from fragments put together following an analysis of one’s own 

reactions and in a permanent connection with the otherness; the majority of diaries cover the 

communist era, and that of Ioana Bot the preceding one, era characterized by division and 

rupture because of a cultural and historical crisis. As it could be noticed, the research of the 

travel diary means more than an exploitation of the subconscious and of elements belonging 

to self and the way in which the latter influences the outside, but also an analysis of otherness 

which transform the identity, revealing new and unknown elements.  
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Through our attempt to capture the structure of the travell diary, of common elements 

belonging to such a text in similar or different situations and defining features, we have 

noticed, on the one hand, a permanent confrontation with one’s identity as well as with 

otherness and, on the other hand that the diaristic writing means a plurality of fragments 

gathered in a mirror of a self which has lived. 
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