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SURREAL  SPACES  IN  ANDREI  CODRESCU’S  
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In his 1924 Surrealist Manifesto, André  Breton states that the main function of surrealism is to ‘free imagination from its subordinate function’.
  Turned into the primum movens of an alternative  universe meant to replace the prison of ‘reality’, surrealist imagination – even more interestingly in its late, post-war stages  is a builder of spaces which are equipped to function as theatrical stage projections of events that are otherwise relegated to the temporal axis.  Paintings such as Salvador Dalí’s soft clock in his painting The Disintegration of the Persistence of Memory (1952-54) and René Magritte’s Le bouquet tout fait (1957) are examples of this theatrical spatialisation of temporality and memory specific to surrealism.  It is this particular capacity to provide ways of escaping ‘reality’ – be it perceived as the trauma of an oppressive past or as the alienating condition of exile – into constructed realms of imagination, in which the ingredients of ‘reality’ are reassembled as dictated by the artist’s sole will, that makes surrealism one of the main roots of postmodern art.  At a time we consider postmodernism to have ended, surrealism seems to be still alive and able to provide ways to reconceptualise contemporary identities beyond the fragmentary perceptions that characterised the postmodern age.

If Dalí painted a spatial projection of the disintegration of memory, Andrei Codrescu’s surrealism is not visual, but narrative, therefore of necessity it must preserve something of the temporal sequence of memory, distorted and challenging as it may be.  Unlike Dalí, who was keen on deconstructions of spaces, Andrei Codrescu borrows dream techniques – Freudian and surrealist – to very specifically buy into the American dream (or the ‘myth of America’, to use Kirby Olson’s phrase in the title of his book
).  His particular use of surrealism is not about disintegration, but about construction.  As he rejects hyphenation and calls himself an American by choice – thus freeing himself of any touch of the uprootedness trauma – this ‘compulsive autobiographer’ (Ioana Luca)
 uses the means provided by surrealism to invent his own life over and over again in ways that do not pay tribute to historical truth, but only to the artist’s imagination.

Surrealism anticipates the postmodern fascination for the theme of the double: the self and the mask (the half-dressed muse, standing at the same time for where the poet’s memory as a source of his art is and where it is not).  Codrescu’s favourite intellectual attitude is that of assumed in-betweenness of a very personal kind, which allows him to avoid emprisonment in a past trauma and fully embrace American exceptionalism instead.  I intend to examine Codrescu’s use of surrealism – one of the roots of postmodernism’s constructions of alternative worlds – and his figurations of New Orleans as a space constructed, in good surrealist tradition, by the poet’s free, unrestrained imagination, which follows surreal dream logic in ways that combine past memories from communist Romania with reflections on contemporary American culture in order to ultimately free the artist from both.  Narratives of the past and of the present are projected spatially and become elements of Codrescu’s setting, so that his New Orleans is no longer a city on the map of the United States, but a subjective theatre of consciousness, peopled by the artist’s memories, loves and inventions.

How does Surrealism then work as a creator of memory spaces in The Muse Is Always Half Dressed in New Orleans? 

Patricia Waugh defines postmodernism as ‘a late phase in a specifically aestheticist tradition of modern thought, inaugurated by philosophers such as Kant and embodied in romantic and modernist art’.
 
 In the same line of thought that privileges continuity via cultural constants rather than historically delimited periods and breaks, Umberto Eco describes postmodernism as ‘the modern name for mannerism as a historical category’.
 
  Camille Paglia adds to this by seeing Western culture as continuity rather than break – a continuity of decadent thought, manifested in the perpetual subversion of Apollonian forms of art by Dionysian ones – reason versus excess.
 
 


In its crisis of content which leads to a mannerist exacerbation of form, postmodernism, in its late, recent stage, has overcome fragmentation on the textual level and has opted out for the narrative mode (extended beyond the realm of fiction, since it most completely secures a frame to stage carnivalesque representations of unstable identities, wavering, in their post-Nietzschean indecision, in between the Apollonian and the Dionysian. Within this frame, a temporary substitute for historical situatedness, postmodernism looks back to, it masquerades as past models, searching its ‘roots’ in previous times of transition between trends that use excessive form to supplement a crisis of content, the artistic projection of identity crisis: mannerism, late baroque and rococo, pre-romanticism (e.g. William Blake, who interestingly prefigures Salvador Dalí), post-romanticism (the Pre-Raphaelite painters, late Victorian poetry).
  


Looking back to the turn of the century,  we can perceive surrealism as a bridge between these ages taken as models for reinterpretation and the postmodern present. Assuming the decadent posture of a mask of masks, the interpretation of interpretations, postmodernism is interested not in these ages as such, but actually in the tension between them and the previous or the subsequent ones. In its donquixottesque attempt to draw the line and approach, eclectically, the whole tradition in a different way, postmodernism picks up its clues from the turn-of-the-century avant-garde trends, where surrealism plays a crucial part. We should, however, from the very beginning be aware of the distinction operating within surrealism itself, which marks its definition, on the one hand, as a formal method, on the other as an artistic attitude.


André Breton’s statement that surrealism’s main contribution to world culture is to radically free imagination from the dictatorship of reason through an artistic interpretation of dreams derived from Freud’s theory, describing it in the following technical terms: ‘pure psychic automatism meant to express verbally, in writing or in any other way the real functioning of the processes of thought. It is a dictate of thought, without the regulating intervention of reason, foreign to any aesthetic or moral preoccupation.’
 
 This technical description of the intellectualisation of crisis is carried further on in Salvador Dalí’s paranoiac-critical method, a ‘spontaneous method of irrational knowledge, based on a critical and systematic objectivation of delirious associations and interpretations.’
 


These methodical formulations are continued by Breton in the Second Manifesto (1930), which now situates surrealism in the realm of attitude and political action, as a trigger of a necessary crisis of conscience in the world that would lead to a universal revolution, meant to put an end to stupidity, limitation and self-sufficiency.
 
  Codrescu uses surrealism and its political vein precisely in order to escape the political message compulsion of Romanian culture after 1989: he aestheticises his revolt, he encodes it in a different way, tranferring it from the level of content to the level of form by using surrealist means.  His surreal text thus acquires ways to leave room for potential subversive meanings by saying (like Pynchon’s text in Mason & Dixon) what it says and what it does not say at the same time, in a kind of devilish manner (shrewdly symbolised by Codrescu’s picture as a devil with two little red horns on the cover of his book The Devil Never Sleeps
) that plays upon the function of the Fool in European tradition, or that of the trickster in the Native American tradition, as a kind of ubiquitous mediator between worlds, but also between  lies and truths, between different spaces, cultures and languages.


Declared by Kirby Olson a ‘road scholar’ (influenced by Kerouac),
 Andrei Codrescu is a postmodern aesthete with an ‘ars vita’ of his own, which – considering his surrealist convictions (as shown by his Exquisite Corpse project
), is more important than the ‘reality’ of his life.  Olson defines him as a ‘surrealist citizen’
 – therefore as someone whose sense of citizenship is crucially related to his aesthetic perceptions of the world – but also an ‘urban surrealist’ with a ‘surreal morality’ (for whom America, a place that is itself surrealist par excellence,
 is a dreamed-up land where he feels at home precisely because his mother country feels too ‘real’ in the bad, oppressive sense of the word).  Olson importantly notices that surrealism can on a certain level be defined as an attack on Marxism,
 which makes it particularly relevant to the biography of someone with a history of transatlantic relocation, looking for a way out of a communist regime.


The state of being ‘half dressed’ in New Orleans (whether we are talking about the muse or the author) is a kind of state of grace, emblematic of the ambivalent nature of New Orleans as a city of carnival, where every ‘serious’ activity and every ‘idea’ are doubled by their bodily counterparts, but also of Codrescu’s chosen state of in-betweenness.  This allows for a complex view upon life which can take into account, in equally objective manners, both the ‘good’ and the ‘bad’ parts of it.  Codrescu may be against the fashion of hyphenated identities, as he has often stated, but he is also both American and a citizen of the world (or a road scholar, as Kirby Olson calls him).  As for his Romanianness, that, at the moment, is also a state of grace, a kind of aesthetic choice to remember one’s origins and at the same time artistically re-imagine them every once in a while.   Codrescu is the happy exile, whose uprootedness – unlike other people’s – goes together with no trauma, and whose adopted Americanness corresponds to his chosen state and space.

Codrescu’s artist – his alter-ego, his created self who is the protagonist of all his lifewriting  exercises – is someone who lives life on the edge and who enjoys aestheticised excess.  At the beginning of New Orleans, Mon Amour
 (a collection of essays published in 2006, but going back a longer time and pervaded by Codrescu’s long-loved passion for making and unmaking his autobiography, New Orleans is defined as a space to fall in love with.  Codrescu’s writings on New Orleans are many, and they represent a kind of hybrid genre, a less direct kind of autobiographical writing, reflections on his life as seen through the lens of the city.  New Orleans is an idealised space where, as in the time of carnival, the hierarchy of values is different from other places throughout the year, and therefore imagination is set totally free.  If New Orleans, Mon Amour (2006) focuses more on the city, The Muse Is Always Half Dressed in New Orleans (1993) focuses more on Codrescu’s life yet both of them read the one perspective through the other.  

What is surreal about Codrescu’s New Orleans is the way in which the city is able to host (through the author’s act of subjective remembering) events from the author’s past and make them naturally re-occur within the city space.  As in surrealist paintings, where the elements of reality are recomposed in wildly imaginative way, Codrescu’s New Orleans acts as a stage where significant episodes of the drama of his life can be enacted again and thus understood in a different light. 


New Orleans, Mon Amour  is the story of Codrescu’s falling in love with the city of New Orleans and acting upon that love.  Just as the people we love are embellished by our love for them, since beauty is in the eye of the beholder, the city of Codrescu’s choice becomes the projection of his love and ideals.  New Orleans is a laid-back place where, as opposed to the rest of America, partying in  style comes before working and where the joys of carnival prevail over the expectation of Lent: ‘That’s New Orleans, awright – it may be the end of the world, but that’s no reason to become uncivilized’ (p. 11).  It is a place of ‘Two Americas’ (the hard-working, protestant one we all know and the America of celebration and joy, dwelling in pleasures such as the ones named by essay titles like ‘Love and Croissants’ and ‘Pope-Amania’).

I will focus more on The Muse Is Always Half Dressed in New Orleans,
 since it is more about life-writing.  However, this particular collection of essays appears more meaningful to the reader when read with the knowledge of the writings that put more emphasis on New Orleans.  The Muse is a collections of essays wich are actually almost all not about New Orleans, but about Romania past and present – as it was at the time Codrescu lived there and as he perceived it later, after the fall of communism – read through the lens of New Orleans and its surreal, carnivalesque spirit.  It starts from showing Codrescu’s parents, who were photographers, therefore ‘I was not born but snapped’ (p. 3).  For his parents in Sibiu, under the communist regime, the art of photography is a means of building alternative universes, just as writing becomes for him later.  The essay ‘Adding to  My Life’ details Codrescu’s technique of using art to add to ‘reality’. Art is used to read reality rather than being inspired from it, as in ‘Romania Today: A Bad Novel’ (p. 85) . Romania – perceived by Americans as ‘a country full of abandoned children and until recently ruled by Dracula’, becomes to Codrescu ‘a bad detective novel’, full of nationalist groups such as ‘Romania Mare’ and ‘Vatra Romaneasca’, ‘supported by Ceausescu’s old fascist’Communist regime’ (p. 87), where ‘every Romanian is a poet’ (p. 88) – which in the sense of the well-known Romanian idiom suggests a somewhat irresponsible laid-back attitude rather than creativity – and where the 1989 ‘hole in the flag’ (p. 89) hid a mystery nobody ever seemed to be able to explain.  This bitterly cynical attitude directed at Codrescu’s former mother country may be felt as offensive by those who stayed in the country at those times of post-Revolution chaos.  Yet what saves them is the author’s framing of such details as elements of the above-mentioned detective (or sometimes even fantastic) novel, while using the surrealist techniques of exaggeration to place these details and events in an entirely different world, that of his own New Orleans.  His most effective defense, both of his own critical attitude and of Romania, is claiming that the only way to understand the un-understandable is through literature: 

One key to understanding what has taken place in Romania, and what has happened to Romania’s international reputation, is literature.  The tele-revolution was scripted by people who knew how to use tape (both audio and video), how to edit, how to provide a narrative continuity.  Listening to citizend in their homes and cars, filming them walking through the parks, editing the tape for review is an evolved skill that with the aid of little imagination can fool the whole world.  And it did. (p. 92)


The Romanian  revolution – staging and ‘reality’ mixed, with the literary weekly Romania literara presented as the most important reflection of the events, as an act of ‘writing without the enemy’ – is a famous instance of mixing reality and fiction.  This is done – in both the journal and in  Codrescu’s writing – in such a way that the difference can no longer be told.  The impression that the author looks at these issues with the detached eye of the immigrant for whom an air of superiority is a necessary survival technique is avoided by the act of looking at things through the lens of literature, which is based on a faith in literature as the salvation of the nation (i.e. the naked hypostasis of the muse, which never wore the wrong clothes):

But Romania literara, by continuing the same traditional numbering, typeface and most of its columns, conveys another message: Romanian literature, as practiced in the pages of this literary journal, has nothing to apologize for. (...) RL was always subversive. (p. 95)

Whilst art was the only unsurveyed item of reality, or was, through that, importantly opposed to that reality (‘The Unsurveyed Arts, the Unsurveyable Artist’, p. 133), vampires also haunt Codrescu’s Romania, which explains that Ceausescu ever existed, but also that he was executed the way he was.  At the same time, Baltimore baseball (related to Romania since it is deemed to come from the Transylvanian oina) is also ‘very literary’ (p. 140) – which makes it an element of constructed, rather than objective reality, since ‘Baseball is the active form and poetry the contemplative’, p. 142.  
The myth of America is based, as we know, on cultivating both the mind and the body – an attitude Codrescu also adopts as part of his surreal American masquerade: 

When I moved to California in 1970, I became aware that many people here considered their bodies objects worthy of great attention, to the exclusion of everything else.  In California, youth was being worshipped. Not any youth, but that golden mythological youth-body whose perfect smoothness dazzled the beaches. (p. 150)

Surrealism provides, through the strength of unchained imagination, ways to deal with the political that do not necessarily imply taking attitudes pro or against either America or Romania.  It also provides, in Codrescu’s individual case, ways to reimagine identity as neither one-sided, nor hyphenated, but situated in a kind of permanent transition zone constructed through the use of surrealist techniques.   Andrei Codrescu is a celebratory pro-America American, yet the surreal spaces constructed in his lifewriting essays (more than in other writings) allow him a personal perspective that preserves a happy aesthetic state of utopian bliss rather than having to assume any difficult choice of where his loyalties should lie.  This is Codrescu’s own surrealist morality, which has the inestimable quality of melting opposites even in situations of exile, despite the need of some extreme life choices imposed by such situations.
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