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Abstract:

This article explores how the tragic experience of the First World War
profoundly transformed artistic representations of the human body in modern
and avant-garde aesthetics, particularly within Romanian literature and
European visual arts. The war’s devastating impact gave rise to a crisis of
corporeality, reflected in disfigured, fragmented, and vulnerable depictions of
the body. Such visual representations were conveyed through radical images of
the body in the (radical) modern and avant-garde aesthetics. The vulnerability of
the human body was linked to the catastrophic consequences of the war
experience.

Romanian avant-garde writers such as Tristan Tzara, Ilarie Voronca or
Ion Vinea, alongside European artists like Otto Dix or George Grosz, responded
with radical imagery that challenged traditional forms and expressed the
psychological trauma of a disenchanted age.

Through a close reading of Alexandru Daia’s war diary Eroi la 16 ani,
the article illustrates the visceral experience of war and the bodily suffering it
entailed, linking it directly to avant-garde motifs of chaos, decay, and existential
crisis. The article argues that war led to a shift in both literature and art, where
the body became a central symbol of fractures of modernity, bridging the realms
of personal trauma and collective aesthetic revolt.

The horrors of the war, coupled with the radical artistic responses from
avant-garde writers, underscore the fragility of the human body and its enduring
vulnerability, marking a significant shift in the understanding of corporeality in
modern artistic expressions.

Keywords: Romanian avant-garde, modernity, First World War,
vulnerability, corporeality

The tragic war, the generator of a human body crisis

The tragic experience of the First World War radically influenced
the representations of the human body in modern and avant-garde art
across Europe, including Romania. Thus, this period saw the emergence
of a recurring theme: the crisis of vulnerable corporeality. The 20"
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century was intensely preoccupied with the human body, to the extent
that visual artists explored and sought to depict various radical images of

the body, while in literature, writers echoed the modern atmosphere of e

the period in their texts. More precisely, the tragic aftermath of the first
global conflagration led to real crises of humanity, which resonated
within the artistic and literary fields of the period that concerns us in this
article.

Deconstructed, disfigured, and traumatized human figures,
eviscerated, fragmented, and decomposed bodies — all of these became a
new source of artistic and poetic material in 20™-century literature.
Accordingly, in Romanian avant-garde writing, we observe the
resonance of radical imagery in poems belonging to Tristan Tzara, Ilarie
Voronca, Geo Bogza, Gherasim Luca, and Virgil Teodorescu.

Among the many consequences of the First World War was the
physical experience of mass mortality, “a bodily experience [...] that translated
into mass death” (Corbin, Courtine, Vigarello, 2009: 490) [trad. mea]', which
led to the intensification of a crisis that manifested most acutely on an
aesthetic level. One of the foremost theorists of Romanian avant-garde
literature, lon Pop, highlights in Avangardismul poetic romadnesc, that this era
was marked by “the grave events of war, with their disastrous and chaotic
consequences [...] which would trigger a latent revolt, pushing it to its most
extreme limits” (Pop, 1969: 153) [trad. mea]?. This revolt, in turn, gave rise to
a pervasive existential anxiety expressed in both interwar visual art and the
literary output of Romanian avant-garde writers.

The crisis of corporeality emerges as a direct consequence of the
traumatic experiences of early 20™-century warfare, which shattered
conventional frameworks and gave rise to unfamiliar, unsettling imagery:
“Every experience of war is, above all, an experience of the body. In war,
bodies both enact and endure violence” (Corbin, Courtine, Vigarello, 2009:
329) [trad. mea]®. Thus, the horrors of the First World War left profound
echoes in the artistic imagination, manifesting in multiple ways as a crisis of
the body, through depictions that are ,,dismembered, disarticulated, mutilated,
with faces disfigured and massacred” (Ibidem: 490) [trad. mea]*.

Avant-garde and war. The violent subversion of tradition
We observe a violent rupture from traditional poetical texts and
from the system of conventions that preceded modernism, conventions

%)

! Romanian: ,,Experienta corporald [...] care s-a tradus printr-o mortalitate in mas3”.
2 Romanian: ,,Evenimente grave ale rdzboiului, cu consecintele sale dezastruoase si
haotice [...] care vor declansa o revolta latentd, dezvoltand-o pana la limitele extreme”.

3 Romanian: ,,Orice experientd de rizboi este inainte de toate o experientd a corpului. in
razboi, corpurile exercita violenta si tot ele o Indurd”.

4 Romanian: ,,Dezmembrate, dezarticulate, mutilate, chipuri desfigurate si masacrate”.
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with which we may have been familiar, as readers. In the introductory
study to the anthology Avangarda literara romdneascd, Marin Mincu
asserts that the poetics of the Romanian avant-garde brought about “a
profound transformation in the way literature is conceived and
structured” (Mincu, 1983: 5) [trad. mea]®. The attention now shifts
toward corporeality, captured through states of conflict and
contradiction, through “crises, dramas, and personal experiences”
(Marino, 2000: 168) [trad. mea]®, elements that appear prominently in
the poetic texts of Romanian avant-gardists, especially in the works of
Tristan Tzara and Ilarie Voronca.

Ilarie Voronca encapsulates some of these ideas in his 1925
programmatic text Surrealism si integralism: “Especially since the war,
Europe has undergone continuous turmoil” (Mincu, 1983: 566) [trad.
mea]’. We can infer that the Romanian writer refers to the deeply
negative impact the global conflagration had on the European continent,
including political, economic, and social consequences, marked by “the
countless sufferings caused by the bloody tragedy of twentieth-century
violence” (Corbin, Courtine, Vigarello, 2009: 9) [trad. mea]®. In both
visual arts and literature, we witness major transformations, with striking
imagery, dominated by representations of the vulnerable human body.
Consequently, the lyrical discourse of the avant-garde movements
presents a full spectacle of the modern human form, through “scandalous
or exhibitionist images” (Pani, 1969: 17) [trad. mea]’, frequently
represented in poetic texts.

Another key reference for our analysis is Sasa Pana’s anthology, in
which he notes that “just as the vanguard of an army prepares the path
for action, the literary avant-garde paves the way for the emergence of
new artistic structures, subverting the old ones” (Ibidem: 6) [trad. mea]'’.
Thus, the poetic material assimilated by avant-garde writers is
unpredictable and unconventional, and their representations of the body
are imbued with radical visions that enact revolt, rejection, and a break
from traditional foundations. These dynamics were also fueled by the
dramatic consequences of the First World War, as suggested by lon Pop
in the preface to Sapte manifeste DADA cu cdteva desene de Francis

> Romanian: ,,Schimbare profundd in modul de a concepe si de a structura obiectul
literaturii”.

¢ Romanian: ,,Crize, drame si experiente personale”.

7 Romanian: ,,De la rizboi mai ales, Europa a trecut prin frimantari continue”.

8 Romanian: ,Nenumdratele suferinte pricinuite de tragedia singeroasd a violentelor
secolului XX

° Romanian: ,,Imagini scandaloase sau exhibitioniste”.

10 Romanian: ,,Tot asa cum avangarda unei armate pregiteste intrarea in actiune,
avangarda literard ar pregati instaurarea unor noi structuri artistice, subminandu-le pe
cele vechi”.
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Picabia. Lampisterii. Omul aproximativ. Pop further states that the
avant-garde emerges during “a historical moment of profound spiritual
crisis, exacerbated by the tragedy of the First World War” (Tzara, 1996:
VII) [trad. mea]''. This tragic context, as highlighted by Ion Pop,
generates dense visual representations of the body as an ‘“anatomical
prison” (Ibidem: XV) [trad. mea]'?, vulnerable and therefore in crisis.

In Nota despre arta neagra, from Lampisterii, Tristan Tzara
captures the avant-garde impulse with the imperative: “Let us deform.
Let us boil” (Ibidem: 62) [trad. mea]"’, emphasizing the need to expose
the perishable, vulnerable nature of the human body.

To better understand the phenomenon of the avant-garde in
Romania, we have also considered the perspectives of other critics,
including Adrian Marino, Alexandru Musina, and Gabriela Duda. Each
of them proposes a set of features that define and distinguish the
Romanian avant-garde movements. In Biografia ideii de literatura,
Adrian Marino claims that the “antiliterature is the direct expression of
the negative spirit in literature” (Marino, 2000: 190) [trad. mea]'*, while
Alexandru Musina, in Paradigme moderne, proposes the concept of
“poetry of negativity” (Musina, 2004: 102) [trad. mea]'’, suggesting that
avant-garde poetry can be read through this lens. Both Ion Pop, in
Avangardismul poetic romdnesc, and Gabriela Duda, in Liferatura
romdneasca de avangarda, analyze the concept of “crisis of literature”
(Duda, 1997: 11) [trad. mea]'¢. These concepts, poetry of negativity,
antiliterature and crisis of literature can be perceived as complementary.
As such, the crisis of literature can be closely linked to the poetic texts
of avant-garde writers, as they reveal rich representations of a body in
crisis, in “ruins”, a concept that ultimately manifests as a tension within
the realm of imagery.

Recalling the war experience: Eroi la 16 ani by Alexandru Daia

To better understand the tragic experience of the First World War,
we will analyze several illustrative fragments from the war diary of
professor and publicist Alexandru Daia, Eroi la 16 ani. Insemnarile unui
fost cercetas: Jurnal de razboi (1916-1918). Although the text stands
apart from the avant-garde movements, it serves as a resource for
grasping the direct, unfiltered experience of war. Through its depiction of

Il Romanian: ,Moment istoric de profundd crizi spirituald, agravati de tragismul
Primului Rizboi Mondial”.

12 Romanian: ,,inchisoare anatomica”.

13 Romanian: ,,S4 deformim. Si fierbem”.

14 Romanian: ,,Antiliteratura este manifestarea directd a spiritului negativ in literatura”.

15 Romanian: ,,Poezie a negativitatii”.

16 Romanian: ,,Criza a literaturii”.
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conflicting emotional states, existential anxiety, the drama of human and
material loss, and the harrowing reality of war, marked by illnesses,
violence, aggression, corpses, exhaustion, despair, and death, this diary
offers insight into the trauma of that historical moment.

Our premise is that the war, along with its contradictions, gave rise
to a series of striking and unconventional representations of the human
body in European modern and avant-garde aesthetics. These were shaped
by the trauma of countless wounded, mutilated, and disfigured bodies.
The contradictions inherent to war contributed to the emergence of a
profound crisis of corporeality, evident both in modern art and in avant-
garde literary discourse, underscoring the idea of human ephemerality
and perishability.

Through Alexandru Daia’s war experience, one can observe how it
can leave a profound psychological imprint on individuals. The notes in
this diary correspond to the period during which Romania became
actively involved in the First World War (1916-1918), after maintaining
a position of neutrality in the initial years of the conflict (1914-1916).

The first dramatic images of the war appear in Alexandru Daia’s
diary note from August 1916:

The evacuation of the city gave rise to harrowing scenes. Alarmed by the onset of
bombardment, the residents, groping through the darkness, carried with them
small bundles of whatever they had managed to gather in their hurried departure,
amidst shells and explosions. Tripping over burning beams and crumbled walls
strewn across their path, they struggled to reach the train station. The elderly and
the sick were carried in arms, or transported in wheelbarrows or baby carriages
(Daia, 1981: 49-50) [trad. mea]'”.

The sense of chaos intensifies in the diary’s pages: “Now the state
of war is felt ever closer to our very skin” (Ibidem: 51) [trad. mea]'®.
These fragments capture how the experience of war inflicts deep
psychological trauma. The entire text is filled with haunting images of
the wounded, of those lost in the chaos of the battle, and of those
languishing in overcrowded hospitals, ravaged by injuries and disease.

In this context, Romanian avant-garde literature was also deeply
marked by the catastrophic consequences of the war, its tragic aftermath
resonating in the subtext of their literary discourse. Just as Alexandru
Daia writes in his text, “This was how I first came to know the horrors of

17 Romanian: ,,Parsirea orasului a dat loc la scene dramatice. Alarmati de inceperea
bombardamentului, locuitorii, orbecdind prin intuneric, duceau cu ei cate o legéturica cu
ce fuseseri in stare si adune in graba plecirii, printre obuze si explozii. impiedicandu-se
de grinzi aprinse si de ziduri cdzute in drum, ajunseserd cu greu la gara. Batranii si
bolnavii au fost dusi pe brate sau carati in cte o roaba sau in cate un carucior de copil”.
18 Romanian: ,,Acum starea de rizboi se face simtitd tot mai aproape de pielea noastrd”.
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war” (Ibidem: 59) [trad. mea]'’, we may assert that modern and avant- [ /)
garde artists and writers were undoubtedly and profoundly impacted by ‘
such an experience. pr

Images of the wounded and of overcrowded hospitals are also d 4
dominant in Alexandru Daia’s text:

Women display great heroism: in the canteens, in the hospitals, where the number
of wounded brought in from all fronts keeps growing, and where, from dawn
until late at night, they strive to ease the pain of those in need (Ibidem: 57) [trad.
mea] .

The wounded body, marked by suffering, is a recurring motif in
avant-garde poetic imagery as well, emerging as a central figure of the
vulnerable human.

Another fragment that revolves around the image of the wounded
and the overflowing hospitals is:

I never imagined that stepping into the hospital would expose me to such a
harrowing spectacle. You would have thought of yourself on the front lines, after
a devastating battle. All the hallways had become impassable, crammed with
stretchers loaded with the injured. When and from where had they all been
brought so quickly? I don’t know. But there was not a single spot left to step.
Pallid faces contorted by pain, bloodied heads, broken arms and legs, gaping
wounds like great torn-open mouths, flesh ripped apart, intestines spilling from
abdomens like strips of cloth. A vision of hell (Ibidem: 60) [trad. mea]?'.

This excerpt is saturated with striking visual imagery, evoking a
visceral, an anatomic spectacle of the vulnerable body: the wounded —
pallid faces — pain — bloodied heads — broken limbs — open wounds —
torn flesh — intestines — abdomen. Moreover, the accumulation of
evocative adjectives paints a picture of a body in crisis and contributes to
the infernal representation of war: harrowing — devastating — pallid —
contorted — bloodied — broken — torn — shredded. Thus, this fragment

19 Romanian: ,,Asa am cunoscut prima oara ororile razboiului”.

20 Romanian: ,,Femeile dau dovadd de eroism: la cantine, in spitale, unde numarul
ranitilor adusi de pe toate fronturile este tot mai mare si unde de dimineata, din zori, pana
noaptea tarziu, se straduiesc sa aline durerile celor lipsiti”.

21 Romanian: ,,Nu mi-am inchipuit ci intrand in spital voi avea un spectacol infioritor. Te
credeai pe front, dupd o luptd nimicitoare. Toate culoarele deveniserd impracticabile,
fiind intesate de targi pline cu raniti. Cand si de unde fusesera adusi acesti raniti atat de
repede? Nu stiu. Dar nu mai puteai pune piciorul pe niciun loc. Figuri livide sau crispate
de durere, capete sangerande, maini si picioare rupte, rani deschise care ardtau ca niste
guri mari sfartecate, carne sfasiata, intestine atarnand afard din abdomen ca niste zdrente.
O imagine de infern”.
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exemplifies the “brutal deformations” (De Micheli, 1968: 131) [trad.
mea]** inflicted by the tragic realities of the First World War.

The body marked by suffering is depicted in Alexandru Daia’s text
through a fragment mentioning an almost endless number of those who
were wounded: “More wounded were brought in. The line of those
waiting to enter the hospital courtyard seemed endless” (Daia, 1981: 60)
[trad. mea]®.

Furthermore, another relevant excerpt suggests the fragility and
vulnerability of the human body:

I will never forget the shocking impression, through its tragedy, that a little girl of
9 or 10 years old made on me — fainting, or perhaps dead — brought with other
wounded on a platform truck, a truck with horses. The little girl had a leg broken
below the knee; a leg that was held together only by a single black cotton sock
she wore. Like logs thrown haphazardly into a pile, that’s how these wounded
had been brought in, hastily gathered from the places where bombs had fallen on
a crowd of peaceful, unsuspecting civilians, unaware of the danger that awaited
them (Ibidem) [trad. mea]®*.

Thus, the unforgiving reality of war is conveyed through its
cruelty, which has an inevitable and major impact on humanity, as a
witness to all the grim events and unimaginable, horrifying scenes. This
excerpt emphasizes the concept of “the body” as an “object that can
decompose” (Jeudy, 1998: 17) [trad. mea]®, being perishable, fragile,
vulnerable.

In the subsequent sections of Alexandru Daia’s book, several
fragments evoke the image of a spectacle of human suffering, offering
the reader numerous details of the wounds found on the vulnerable
bodies of soldiers:

A multitude of soldiers, bearing horrific wounds caused by dum-dum bullets —
used frequently by some of the enemies, despite being prohibited by international
conventions — crowded the hospital. In the early days, the surgeons struggled to
cope with the overwhelming number of wounded who required urgent surgical

22 Romanian: ,,Deformirile brutale”.

23 Romanian: ,,Aduceau alti raniti. Sirul celor care isi asteptau randul s intre in curtea
spitalului nu se mai sfarsea”.

24 Romanian: ,,N-am s uit impresia zguduitoare, prin tragismul €i, pe care mi-a ficut-o o
fetitd de 9-10 anisori, lesinatd, sau poate moartd, adusd cu alti raniti, pe un camion
platformd, un camion cu cai. Fetita avea piciorul rupt mai jos de genunchi, picior care nu
se mai tinea decat intr-un fir de ciorap negru de bumbac, cu care era incaltata. Ca niste
busteni aruncati claie peste gramada, asa fusesera adusi acei raniti, adunati in graba de pe
locurile unde céazuserda bombele in plind multime, populatie pasnicd, nestiutoare de
primejdia care o pastea”.

25 Romanian: ,,Obiect ce se poate descompune”.
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intervention. Many of those brought in from the front lines already had extensive
and advanced gangrene (Daia, 1981: 71) [trad. mea]?S.

This paragraph conveys not only the high number of wounded in
October 1916, but also a medical system strained to the point of near
collapse under the weight of this tragic toll. The description also includes
references to necrosis of body parts, through phrases such as extensive
and advanced gangrene, indicating that “the disease becomes repugnant
‘when it destroys the organism through decomposition’” (Rosenkranz,
1984: 272) [trad. mea]*’. We may thus identify the way the wound takes
on a pathological character:

The gangrene in the wounded arm was too advanced for any operation to have a
chance of success. Any attempt was deemed futile, especially since it would have
wasted the precious time of those who could instead operate and save other lives,
with significantly greater chances of success. Soldiers with lighter wounds, and
without gangrene, were expected and required to be operated on first, since they
could be saved and quickly recovered (Daia, 1981: 71) [trad. mea]®®.

The tragic nature of this reality is heightened by the fact that some
severely wounded soldiers had to face their impending death with
resignation, as the following excerpt suggests: “Dr. Bruteanu, moved by
the pleading face of the young soldier who realized he had been
abandoned — and indeed he had, abandoned and condemned to certain
death, which would follow shortly” (Ibidem) [trad. mea]*’. Moreover, a
note dated October 16, 1916, underscores the tragic toll of war upon the
fragile human body, caught in a prolonged state of agony in the hospital:
“We go from hospital to hospital. In Bucharest, nearly all 15,000 beds
are occupied” (Ibidem: 81) [trad. mea]*.

26 Romanian: O multime de soldati, cu rini ingrozitoare, datorate gloantelor dum-dum, pe
care unii dintre dusmani le folosesc adeseori, desi conventiile internationale le opresc,
impanara spitalul. Cu greu, in primele zile, chirurgii au putut face fatd multimii de raniti
care trebuiau operati cu precadere. Multi dintre raniti, adusi din primele linii de lupta,
veneau cu mari cangrene foarte avansate”.

7 Romanian: ,,Boala devine scirboasi «cand distruge organismul prin descompunere»”.
28 Romanian: ,,0 cangrend a bratului ranit era prea avansatd ca si se mai incerce o
operatie cu sanse de reusitd. Orice incercare se socotea inutild, mai ales cad ar fi rapit
degeaba timpul pretios al celor care operau si salvau, cu sanse sporite, alte vieti. Soldatii
cu rani mai usoare, si fard cangrene, trebuiau si se cerea sa fie operati mai intai, pentru ca
puteau fi salvati si repede recuperati”.

2% Romanian: ,,Doctorul Bruteanu, miscat de figura rugitoare a tandrului soldat, care se
vedea parasit — si chiar asa era, parasit si condamnat la moarte sigura, moarte care ar fi
urmat in scurt timp”.

30 Romanian: ,,Mergem din spital in spital. In Bucuresti, cele 15 000 paturi sunt aproape
toate ocupate”.
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The experience of the First World War is also documented through
the lens of illness, as Alexandru Daia notes in an entry dated December
14, 1916, referencing a scabies outbreak: “Scabies! Scabies? We cry out.
How can this be?” (Ibidem: 122) [trad. mea]®'. Moreover, we observe
how illness accentuates “weakness [...], the passivity of endurance and
suffering” (Rosenkranz, 1984: 177) [trad. mea]*, a notion suggested by
the human sense of helplessness in the face of disease: “We feel
humiliated, though we bear no guilt” (Daia, 1981: 122) [trad. mea]*.

Alongside this idea, the text also presents details of the direct
association between corporeality and the pathological, rendered in a tone
of exasperated frustration: “It is plain beyond doubt that these lice have a
particular predilection for our flesh and blood” (/bidem: 123) [trad.
mea]*.

Beyond scabies, another agonizing facet of the war experience is
captured in the outbreak of epidemic typhus, which Daia documents in a
fragment from the spring of 1917. Despite being a time when physicians
were “caught off guard” by this unfamiliar disease, whose symptoms
were initially undefined, Daia recounts the way “in the first few days,
they did not know what diagnosis to give. It was something new. The
virus was unknown, as were the manifestations of the illness and the
means of combating it” (Ibidem: 171) [trad. mea]*’.

The tragic impact of this disease, as portrayed by Daia, is
conveyed through detailed descriptions of an epidemic that ravaged large
swathes of the population, spreading “with lightning speed, even to the
most hidden places” (Ibidem) [trad. mea] *° . The devastating
consequences of this plague illustrate the precarious condition of the
human body, “subject to a constant threat of dissolution and death, as
only the state of illness can induce in the traumatized individual”
(Glivan, 2014: 161) [trad. mea]®’.

The reference to Alexandru Daia’s diary is especially relevant
here, as it offers an authentic and highly detailed depiction of the war
experience, and of the psychological trauma inflicted by such a conflict.
Referring to epidemic typhus as a “terrible, deadly disease, brought on
by war. A disease of misery, of poor hygiene, and of weakened,

31 Romanian: ,,Raie! Raie? strigdim noi. Cum se poate?”.

32 Romanian: ,,Slabiciunea [...], pasivitatea indurdrii si suferintei”.

33 Romanian: ,,Ne simtim umiliti, fira si fim vinovati cu ceva”.

34 Romanian: ,,Se vede, fard putintd de tdgadd, ca paduchii acestia au mare predilectie
pentru carnea si sangele nostru”.

35 Romanian: ,,N-au stiut in primele zile ce diagnostic sd pund. Era ceva nou. Nu se
cunostea nici virusul, nici manifestarile bolii si nici mijloacele de combatere”.

36 Romanian: ,,Cu iuteala fulgerului pana in cele mai ascunse locuri”.

37 Romanian: ,,Aflatd sub semnul unei continue amenintari a disolutiei si mortii, asa cum
numai starea maladiva ii poate induce celui traumatizat™.
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distressed bodies, just like ours now, in the midst of war” (Daia, 1981:
172) [trad. mea]®®, we find yet another argument supporting the central
hypothesis of this analysis: namely, that the context of the First World
War, with its tragic consequences, generates a radicalized vision of the
human being, and implicitly, of the human body.
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The avant-garde writers, influenced (whether directly or

indirectly) by the experience of the First World War, draw upon the
consequences of this calamitous period to shape a new poetic material. In
doing so, they construct an entire spectacle of vulnerable, pathological,
and even cadaveric corporeality. We establish these connections between
Alexandru Daia’s diary and avant-garde texts because war embodies
chaos, anarchy, and contradiction, key terms frequently associated with
the avant-garde movements, which were, in many ways, catalyzed by the
war itself.

One of the defining elements of war, as previously mentioned, is chaos.
This is illustrated in Daia’s account of a catastrophe on January 5, 1917, when
a train derailed due to “brakes that no longer worked and an overloaded
weight” (Ibidem: 140) [trad. mea]*’. Alexandru Daia captures the scene of the
wounded and mutilated victims:

There were apocalyptic scenes. My uncle [...] spoke to me of the victims who
screamed, howled, or merely groaned in terror among the wreckage of the train.
Some were injured, others trapped between splintered remains and unable to
move. All of them pleaded with their rescuers to free them from the heap of wood
and iron in which they were caught, like a trap from which there was no escape,
and from the flames that had engulfed the remnants of the train (/bidem) [trad.
mea]*.

This entire spectacle of the vulnerable body, subjected to external
forces, also captures the despair of those involved, reinforcing the idea
that their corporeality is marked by the “precariousness of being” (Tzara,
1996: XV) [trad. mea]*'. Daia recounts:

An officer, with his leg trapped between twisted metal from which he could not
escape, begged for it to be cut off with an axe below the knee, in order to escape

38 Romanian: ,,Boald ingrozitoare, mortald, adusa de rizboi. Boald a mizeriei, a lipsei de
igiena si a organismelor slabite si necdjite, asa cum erau si ale noastre acum in plin
razboi”.

39 Romanian: ,,Franelor care nu mai functionau si a tonajului depasit”.

40 Romanian: ,,Au fost scene de apocalips. Unchiul meu [...] imi vorbi de victimele care
strigau, urlau sau numai gemeau fioros, printre sfaramaturile trenului. Unii erau raniti,
altii fiind prinsi printre sfaramaturi nu se puteau misca. Toti implorau pe cei veniti in
ajutor sa-i scoatd din mormanul de scanduri si fierarie in care erau prinsi ca intr-o
capcand din care nu puteau scdpa, ca si din flacarile care cuprinsesera ramasitele
trenului”.

41 Romanian: ,,Precaritatea fiintei”.

32



® THEORY, HISTORY AND LITERARY CRITICISM

the grip of the iron and the fire that had begun to burn the back of his uniform.
Many burned alive like human torches, and no one ever learned who they had
been [...]. The toll of the catastrophe was around 2,500 dead and wounded (Daia,
1981: 141) [trad. mea]*2.

Through these infernal images, Alexandru Daia captures what
Rosenkranz terms the “pathos of annihilation” (Rosenkranz, 1984: 254)
[trad. mea] ¥ of the vulnerable body. With the disintegration of
corporeality comes the erasure of identity, a notion underscored by the
inability to identify many of the victims after the disaster.

As we can observe, there is a multitude of excerpts focusing on the
vast number of human losses incurred. Chaos and catastrophe are,
inevitably, among the most devastating effects of war, giving rise to
profound psychological trauma through the depiction of shocking,
unflinching images of injured, destroyed, and decomposing bodies. One
such effect is also outlined in an entry dated August 19, 1917:

Corporal Musat, the one-armed soldier who, together with his grenadiers from the
51%/52" Infantry Regiment, had wreaked havoc upon enemy lines, was struck
down by a shell fragment. Second Lieutenant Georgescu 1., from another infantry
regiment, severely wounded in the arm, continued to lead his soldiers in the
attack until he was felled by two enemy bullets that struck him in the chest (Daia,
1981: 207) [trad. mea]*.

This part of the text thus underscores the trauma and consequences
brought about by the brutal confrontations of war, effects that are
intensified by human infirmity and the emergence of bodily
disfigurements. These disfigurements lead to the segmentation and
fragmentation of the formerly unified corporeal self.

Chaos is depicted through various fragments of the war diary, a
suggestive example being an entry dated September 30, 1917. Here, we
witness a buildup of details reflecting the agitation and turmoil provoked
by the chaotic nature of war:

Ambulances reached the front lines, and everyone was gathering and transporting
the wounded, whose numbers kept growing. Not infrequently, this rescue took

4 Romanian: ,,Un ofiter, cu piciorul prins intre fiare indoite, de unde nu puteau scipa,
ceru sd i se taie piciorul cu un topor mai jos de genunchi, pentru a scépa din strinsoarea
fiarelor si a focului care incepuse sa-i ardd hainele in spate. Multi au ars ca niste torte vii
si nici nu s-a mai stiut cine vor fi fost [...]. Cam 2 500 de morti si de raniti a fost bilantul
catastrofei”.

43 Romanian: ,,Patosul nimicirii”.

4 Romanian: ,,Caporalul Musat, cel fard o ménd, care iImpreund cu grenadierii sdi din
regimentul 51/52 infanterie facuse ravagii in randurile dusmane, a cazut lovit de o schije
de obuz. Sublocotenentul Georgescu I. din alt regiment de infanterie, ranit grav la brat, a
continuat sd-si conduca ostasii la atac, pana ce a fost rapus de doud gloante vrajmase,
care l-au lovit in piept”.

33



place under enemy fire, amid the explosions of shells of all calibers and aerial
bombardments (Ibidem: 221) [trad. mea]*.

As in other excerpts that were cited from the diary, the visual
representation of the wounded is amplified by the increasing number of
casualties. In this context, medicine became more necessary than ever, as
shown by the recurring depictions of hospitals and the active
involvement of doctors, through surgeries and treatments. Thus,
twentieth-century medicine required development, innovation, and an
improvement of treatment conditions so that war victims could have a
chance at recovery. In this regard, the evolution of surgical practices is
illustrated in the following fragment:

I meet two great heroes of aviation: Captain Penes (Ion) and Captain Dimitriu
Adrian (nicknamed the Falcon). Both were wounded in aerial battles during the
great clashes at Casin. Retrieved from the wreckage of the planes in which they
had crashed, war surgery managed — a true miracle — to reset their bones, stitch
their wounds, and patch them up; in short, to restore life to them, which still
faintly lingered in their bodies when they were lifted and taken to the hospital
(Ibidem: 244) [trad. mea]*S.

This excerpt highlights the surgical procedures performed to heal
the wounded. Moreover, it conveys the idea of a shattered, fragmented
body restored through medical treatment, as suggested by the actions
mentioned toward the end of the fragment. We thus identify the
following sequence of operations performed on the human body: setting
bones back in place, stitching wounds, patching, all leading to restoring
life. For medicine during the First World War, these were already
significant steps toward developing methods for healing and
rehabilitating those wounded in the battles. Accordingly, a cumulative
process leading to the restoration of life and physical recovery is
highlighted, even if psychological trauma would continue to persist.

In the final part of this analysis, we focus on two excerpts that
underscore the trauma caused by such a devastating conflict. One of
them appears in an entry dated July 16, 1918:

4 Romanian: ,,Ambulantele ajungeau pand in primele linii de lupta si cu totii culegeau si
transportau ranitii, in numar tot mai mare. Nu de putine ori, adunarea ranitilor s-a facut
sub focul inamicului, in exploziile obuzelor de toate calibrele si sub bombardamentele
aviatiei”.

46 Romanian: ,,Fac cunostintd cu doi mari eroi ai aviatiei: capitanul Penes (Ion) si
capitanul Dimitriu Adrian (supranumit Soimul). Amandoi au fost raniti in luptele aeriene,
in timpul marilor batalii de la Casin. Adunati dintre sfaramaturile avioanelor cu care au
cazut, chirurgia de razboi a reusit — adevaratda minune — sd le puna oasele la loc, sa le
coasd ranile, sd-i carpeascd; Intr-un cuvant, sa le redea viata, care incd mai palpita in
trupurile lor, atunci cand au fost ridicati si dusi la spital”.
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In the no man’s land between our former positions and those of the Germans, the
vast plain — where fierce hand-to-hand combat once raged, and where the earth
greedily absorbed the blood of tens of thousands of fallen heroes from both sides
— is now covered, as far as the eye can see, by thousands of tiny candles, yellow
flowers like wax torches burning at the headstones of the fallen. It is a harrowing
sight. Nature, with its overwhelming force, seems determined to remind us,
through the spontaneously grown flowers, that those who perished there must not
be forgotten (Ibidem: 252) [trad. mea]*.

Based on these selected fragments from Eroi la 16 ani, we can
assert that the aftermath of the war undeniably generated deep
psychological trauma. The shock, and therefore the trauma, is further
intensified by Daia’s record of the enormous number of war casualties,
such as in the entry dated October 15, 1918: “The total losses since the
beginning of the year, including the dead, wounded, and captured
Germans, are estimated at 1,500,000 men” (Ibidem: 262) [trad. mea]*®.
Thus, the period of the First World War marked the emergence of new
poetic material, one that would give rise to literature expressing the
profound traumas born from the tragic realities of war. This new poetic
discourse is infused with a spirit of revolt and characterized by chaos,
violence, fragmentation, contradiction, and crisis.

This concise analysis of Alexandru Daia’s text aimed to highlight
the trauma induced by the extreme violence of the First World War,
clearly illustrating its negative effects on the human psyche. The
alienating trauma experienced by individuals also triggered a crisis of
embodiment, as the body is depicted in numerous vulnerable states:
wounded, fragmented, afflicted, or diseased. Like any military conflict,
the First World War encompasses a semantic field marked by the tragedy
of war: violence, injuries, illness, suffering, bombardments, chaos, and
hospitals.

Regarding the link between such a cataclysmic event and avant-
garde movements, we may consider that these movements emerged from
the contradictions inherent to war. Therefore, we can confidently affirm
that the elements characteristic of war correlate directly with the
radicalization found in the avant-garde aesthetics. This movement, in

47 Romanian: ,,in no man’s landul dintre fostele noastre pozitii si cele germane, cimpia
intinsd, unde s-au dat acele inversunate lupte piept la piept, si unde pamantul a sorbit cu
lacomie sangele zecilor de mii de eroi, cazuti de amandoua partile, mii de lumanarele,
flori galbene ca niste faclii de ceara aprinse la capataiul celor cazuti, se Tnalta, acoperind
cat vezi cu ochii intreaga campie. Este o impresie rascolitoare. Natura cu forta ei
biruitoare si-a pus in gand sa aminteascd, prin florile sale crescute de la sine cé cei cazuti
acolo nu trebuie uitati”.

48 Romanian: ,,Pierderile totale de la Inceputul anului, in morti, raniti si prizonieri ale
germanilor sunt evaluate la 1 500 000 de oameni”.
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turn, is defined by shock, crisis, violence, chaos, anarchy, automatism,
and fragmentation. We may thus conclude that there exists a direct
connection between the effects of the First World War and the avant-
garde movements, which succeeded in crafting new and striking artistic
material resonating with the traumas wrought by war.

Other examples from war memoirs

Alongside Alexandru Daia’s Eroi la 16 ani, war memoirs
undeniably encompass a considerable number of notable works. Several
writers successfully captured the dramatic landscape of the First World
War. Ethel Greening Pantazzi, a Canadian settled in Romania, authored
Romadnia in lumini si umbre (1909-1919), from which we shall quote
two significant fragments that reveal the devastating effects of war on the
human condition:

I drew the curtain slightly, but immediately heard a whistle from the street, an
officer’s warning to extinguish the lights or fully draw the curtains. Five minutes
later, a powerful explosion filled our house with dust and smoke; the first bomb
had destroyed the corner of a house three courtyards away. We could hear the
rattle of anti-aircraft shells falling like hail on the roof. Five bombs were dropped
that night (Pantazzi, 2015: 165) [trad. mea]*.

The news from the front grows ever more alarming. Hundreds of wounded are
filling the hospitals, and the Germans are concentrating their bombardments on
the train stations and their surroundings [...] Gripped by panic, our soldiers fled
toward the Danube in an attempt to save themselves... the Romanian defeat at
Turtucaia was a dreadful massacre. As I had feared, the Germans’ long-range
artillery mowed down our poor soldiers... One of the questions our men keep
asking is: Why are our guns not like theirs? (Ibidem: 170) [trad. mea]*°.

Likewise, Count de Saint-Aulaire, French ambassador to Romania
in 1916, offers corroborating testimony in his /nsemndrile unui diplomat
de altadata in Romdnia, 1916—1920, echoing several observations found
in Alexandru Daia’s text:

4 Romanian: ,,Am ridicat putin draperia, dar am auzit numaidecat un fluier din strada,
avertismentul unui politist sd stingem luminile sau sa tragem draperiile. Cinci minute mai
tarziu o explozie puternica ne-a umplut casa de praf si fum; prima bomba daramase coltul
casei de la trei curti mai Incolo. Auzeam rapaitul cartuselor tunurilor antiaeriene, ce ne
cadeau ca grindina pe acoperis. Cinci bombe au fost aruncate in acea noapte”.

30 Romanian: ,,Vestile de pe front sunt tot mai ingrijoritoare. Sute de raniti umplu
spitalele, iar nemtii isi concentreazd bombardamentele asupra gérilor si imprejmuirilor lor
[...] Cuprinsi de panica, soldatii nostri au fugit spre Dunare ca sa se salveze... infrangerea
romanilor la Turtucaia a fost un macel cumplit. Cum ma temeam, tunurile cu bataie lunga
ale nemtilor i-au secerat pe bietii nostri soldati... una din intrebarile pe care ai nostri si le
pun este: De ce nu sunt si tunurile noastre ca ale lor?”.
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In this overcrowded, undernourished, and devastated Moldavia, misery and
famine, breeding grounds for epidemic typhus, were claiming more victims than
enemy fire. In hospitals that had ceased to accept new patients, everything was
lacking except dedication. There was no firewood, no linens, no bandages, no
surgical instruments, no anesthetics. The wounded and the ill were begging the
nurses to end their suffering, to kill them. Cries of pain drowned out the groans of
the dying. Medical supplies sent from France — through negligence or sadism —
were retained by Russia, which, after having unleashed all this suffering,
withheld the remedies provided by others (Count de Saint-Aulaire, 2016: 106)
[trad. mea]®!.

The body in modern and avant-garde art

The reverberations of the tragic consequences of the First World
War can be observed in early 20™-century modern art. In this part, we
focus on the connections between visual art and the avant-garde
movements within Romanian literature, given that the aftermath of the
First World War was felt across various artistic spheres of the period.

Amid the war, Tristan Tzara initiated a revolt, noting that:

The epicenter of the cataclysm was the Cabaret Voltaire in Zurich, in 1916, the
year when another cataclysm, orchestrated in the chanceries of embassies and by
cannon manufacturers, tore through continents, rending the earth’s intestines,
meant to flow with blood and 30 million lives. This Europe, burning like Rome
around Switzerland, found its spiritual counterpart in a youth of all nationalities,
brimming with rebellion, then taking refuge in the country which, on the map,
looks like a child’s hand placed over the heart of the continent (Tzara, 1971: 108)
[trad. mea]*2.

Thus, the initiators of one of the major avant-garde movements
were acutely aware of the immediate danger posed by the First World
War, as well as of the crises, effects, and traumas it inflicted upon
humanity, and upon the human body itself.

5! Romanian: ,,In aceasti Moldova suprapopulati, subnutriti, devastati, mizeria si
foametea, din care ia nastere tifosul exantematic, faiceau mai multe victime decat focul
inamicului. In spitalele care refuzau si mai primeascd lume lipsea totul in afard de
devotament. Lipseau lemnele, rufaria, pansamentele, instrumentele chirurgicale, lipseau
anestezicele. Ranitii si bolnavii le implorau pe infirmiere sa puna capat suferintelor lor,
sa-i ucida. Urletele de durere acopereau gemetele muribunzilor. Materialul sanitar
expediat din Franta — neglijenta sau sadism — era retinut tot de Rusia, care, dupa ce
dezlantuise toate aceste suferinte, nu preda leacurile furnizate de altii”.

32 Romanian: ,,Epicentrul cataclismului a fost Cabaretul Voltaire din Ziirich, in 1916,
anul cand alt cataclism, pregatit in cancelariile legatiilor si ale fabricantilor de tunuri,
sfarteca prin continente intestine de pamant prin cari trebuiau sa siroiasca sangele si 30
000 000 de vieti. Aceastd Europa care ardea ca o Roma in jurul Elvetiei si-a gasit pe
planul spiritual corespondenta intr-un tineret de toate nationalitatile doldora de revolta,
refugiat atunci in tara care pe hartd pare o manutd de copil asezatd pe inima
continentului”.
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The central concept of our analysis, the body, is depicted in 20™-
century art through a variety of representations, as it appears in forms
such as the mutilated, wounded, diseased, or fragmented body, or even as
a corpse. Such striking images are emblematic of the war experience. In
what follows, we will offer several examples of visual representations
(Teliban, 2017), through which we can observe how the visual arts
became influenced by this perspective on the human body, namely, one
in which the individual is portrayed as physically impaired, a suggestion
of the body’s inherent fragility.

An example can be found in a graphic representation by
Alexandru Moscu, Instructorii invalizi (1917), which depicts military
instruction being carried out by a disabled man. The disrupted unity of
the body is made visible through the signs of infirmity, a segmented,
fragmented form marked by the absence of arms. In the visual art of the
20™ century, monstrous deformations of human corporeality can be
observed. Disabled individuals, represented repeatedly in modern art,
stand as a direct consequence of the disastrous effects of war.

Another example is the visual representation Dupa bombardament
pe campul de luptd. Scena din Razboiul Mondial 1914-1918, created by
Stefan Stoica I. Dumitrescu. As illustrated in the scene composed by the
artist, the emphasis falls on one of the war’s most tragic consequences:
the high number of casualties. This depiction includes a multitude of
human corpses, as well as dead or wounded animal bodies, an evocative
suggestion of the vulnerability and the swift perishability of the body.
The crisis conveyed here is precisely that of the weakened body, worn,
powerless, and defenseless in the face of external forces and pressures.

While the previously mentioned paintings allowed us to observe
the human body as fragmented, wounded, or destroyed in war, or even
reduced to a cadaver, another visual representation introduces the image
of the captive, tortured body. This is the case in Nicolae Tonitza’s
autobiographical work Ofiter roman prizonier. Kridjali. 1917, a
depiction that conveys one of the war’s most horrifying realities, the
degeneration of the body under torture.

These works incorporate various autobiographical elements, as the
artists were contemporaries of the First World War and experienced,
either directly or indirectly, the trauma of this devastating military
conflict. In her article Marele razboi al artistilor, published in the journal
Trenul nostru, Andreea Teliban notes that Tonitza’s painting is
particularly significant from the perspective of the painter’s
autobiography, emphasizing that “the captive officer is depicted in a
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disordered room, standing before an easel, holding a paint palette in his
left hand. A prisoner-painter” (Teliban, 2017) [trad. mea]™>.

Alongside visual artists, writers too bore witness to the dramatic
realities of war, as evidenced by the example of Alexandru Daia’s book.
The avant-garde writers were likewise directly or indirectly influenced
by the chaos of the World Wars.

The obsessions with the body and with the morbid have thus
constituted enduring themes in Romanian and European literature,
including in the movement that preceded the avant-garde, namely,
Symbolism/Decadentism. It is from this earlier current that many of the
avant-garde’s striking visions of corporeality originate. These
representations are, consequently, transposed into the poetic universe of
the writers, who, particularly in their formative years, were influenced by
the Symbolist movement. This influence is evident in their inclination
toward the radicalization of imagery and language, as well as in the
“Symbolist spleen, the neurotic irritability, as an effect of clearly defined
experiences such as illness, solitude, monotony, etc.” (Buciu, 2003: 24)
[trad. mea]>*. The pre-avant-garde atmosphere in Romanian literature
was therefore shaped by the Symbolist current, whose influence can be
discerned in the early poetic texts of Tristan Tzara, Ilarie Voronca, and
even lon Vinea. Both Mario De Micheli, in Avangarda artistica a
secolului XX, and Matei Calinescu, in Conceptul modern de poezie: de la
romantism la avangardd, draw connections between the two
aforementioned movements, Symbolism/Decadentism and the Avant-
Garde.

Both Symbolism and the Avant-Garde exhibit a “restructuring of
the perception of the body” (Dinescu, 2007: 8) [trad. mea]”, as one may
observe the transition from the conception of the “harmonious and
symmetrical body of Antiquity and the Renaissance to the dislocated and
dismembered bodies of the avant-garde” (Ibidem: 7) [trad. mea]*®. The
body, though in crisis, is displayed as a spectacle and offered to the
reader in order to generate a visual field that is as striking and radical as
possible. Thus, it is the destroyed body that has truly experienced the
“representation of the ‘disasters of war’” (De Micheli, 1968: 115) [trad.
mea]®’; yet the witness to this dramatic scene is also psychically affected
by the trauma of such a tragic event. War constitutes a world of

33 Romanian: ,,Ofiterul captiv este surprins intr-o incdpere dezordonatd, in fata unui
sevalet, cu o paleta pentru culori in mana stangd. Un prizonier-pictor”.

>4 Romanian: ,,Spleenul simbolist, iritarea nevrotic, ca efect al unor triiri precizate, ca
boala, singuratatea, monotonia etc.”.

35 Romanian: ,,Restructurare a perceptiei asupra corpului”.

6 Romanian: ,,Corp armonios si simetric al Antichitatii si, respectiv, renascentist, la cele
dislocate si dezmembrate ale avangardei”.

57 Romanian: ,,Reprezentarea «dezastrelor razboiului»”.

39



“battlefields, where weapons, barbed wire, corpses, and decaying
carcasses merge into a cursed landscape” (Ibidem: 116) [trad. mea]’®,
one that imprints itself deeply into the consciousness of the observer.

Returning to our exploration of visual representations, we shall now
turn our attention to other works, this time by European artists influenced by
the tragic aftermath of the First World War. These artists capture with striking
intensity the sinister nature of chaotic warfare, placing particular emphasis on
the vulnerability of the human body. A notable example is Otto Dix, the
German visual artist who was especially preoccupied with the brutality of war.
Deeply affected by the severity of the conflict and having personally
experienced its realities, Otto Dix conveys this traumatic experience in his
works, most notably in the 1924 etching series Der Krieg (The War).

In a 1932 painting bearing the same evocative title, Der Krieg, we
observe the chaos wrought by such a conflict: the armed body, seemingly
protected; the wounded body, ravaged by relentless battles; the corpse
depicted with legs upturned, a suggestion of a disordered world, of upheaval,
imbalance, and fragmentation. Dix also portrays the human skeleton, the
remains of the body caught in a perpetual state of disintegration and decay.
Otto Dix’s paintings thus reflect the tragic sensibility of war and,
consequently, the “suffering of deformity” (Rosenkranz, 1984: 100) [trad.
mea]”’, an experience also felt by avant-garde writers. War and the avant-
garde are inextricably linked, and art inevitably comes to be shaped by a tragic
vision of the human condition.

Another example is The Match Seller, from 1920, also by Otto
Dix, in which we observe how the human form physically exhibits
certain deformities, having been rendered an invalid as a result of the
war. The seller embodies a male presence without limbs, situated on the
periphery of society in the post-World War I period. The male figure in
Otto Dix’s work is also found within an alienating society, his existence
vehemently ignored by those around him. The world during and after the
war, therefore, is one of ruin, misery, poverty, and crisis, with one of
these crises being the crisis of the body.

Otto Dix created a multitude of visual works that embody the
theme of war, and the examples presented in this preliminary chapter
contribute to shaping an overarching perspective on the dramatic
scenario of this conflict.

The writer and artist Ruth Hartley examines the visual works of
Otto Dix in an article discussing the German artist’s pieces that depict the
theme of war. One of the first examples she mentions is The Skat

8 Romanian: ,,CAmpurilor de batilie, unde arme, retele de sirma ghimpatd, cadavre si
starvuri in putrefactie se amesteca intr-un peisaj blestemat”.
% Romanian: ,,Suferinta diformitatii”.
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Players, in which we observe the representation of survivors from the
First World War, with emphasis on their physical deformities. These
figures are portrayed as grotesque, having experienced the “relentless
reality” (De Micheli, 1968: 217) [trad. mea]® of the conflict. The images
of open wounds are particularly striking, a feature also present in In
Memory of the Glorious Time, from 1924. In this visual representation,
Otto Dix conveys a reality he himself lived through, just as Alexandru
Daia did when writing about his war experience, attempting to depict,
much like the avant-garde writers, a world of chaos, contradictions,
rupture, bodily disintegration, randomness, and anarchy.

Mario de Micheli, in Avangarda artistica a secolului XX, also
mentions George Grosz as an illustrator of post-World War I German
life, noting that “his drawings express despair, anger, resentment. He
drew drunks, people vomiting, murderers, suicides. He also drew soldiers
without noses, war cripples with steel arms” (Ibidem: 117) [trad. mea]®'.
A relevant example of the German artist’s work is The Grey Man
Dances, which portrays a “soldier driven mad in a straitjacket” (/bidem)
[trad. mea]®, symbolizing a human being affected by the cruelty of war
and, by extension, the traumatic consequences of such experiences.

In addition to these examples from visual art, we also mention other
works that are pertinent to our analysis, several titles that highlight a crisis of
the vulnerable body. This tension is, in fact, a common element that unites
these works. These include the following visual representations by Otto Dix:
Dying Soldier, Transplantation (1924), Wounded Man — Autumn 1916,
Bapaume, and Dead Man — St. Clement (1924).

As evidenced by the numerous selected visual examples, as well as
the specific case of Alexandru Daia’s wartime writing, the experience of
war emerges as a fertile source of creative material, ripe for artistic and
literary exploration. This potential was also harnessed by the avant-
garde, in the sense that the artists of these radical movements were
deeply influenced by the sight of mutilated, wounded, and deformed
bodies, by the war cripples they encountered directly or indirectly. They
sought to comprehend the inner turmoil, tensions, psychological traumas,
and thus, the crises embodied by these figures.

In this regard, the destroyed bodies left in the wake of the First
World War provoked shock, astonishment, and visceral impact among
those who witnessed them, a response that resonates profoundly with the

% Romanian: ,,Realitatea nemiloasa”.

61 Romanian: ,,Desenele lui exprimand disperare, manie, resentiment. El desena betivani,
oameni care vomitau, asasini, sinucigasi. Desena, de asemenea, soldati fara nas, invalizi
de razboi cu brate de otel”.

2 Romanian: ,,Ostas innebunit intr-o cdmasa de fortd”.
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major contradictions and subversive energies characteristic of the avant-
garde movements.
Mario De Micheli asserts that:

The war of 1914, together with the social and political issues that emerged
violently in the postwar period, compelled many artists to reflect on the past
experience and on the figurative cultural situation as it was developing at the time
(Ibidem: 111) [trad. mea]®.

Thus, writers and visual artists alike contributed to the construction of a
tragic horizon of war, shaped by “cruelty, the horrors of hunger, and social
contrasts” (Ibidem: 129) [trad. mea]®. These merciless realities were explored
by artists and writers, serving as the foundation upon which crises and
tensions could be generated and articulated.

Adrian Marino further explains:

We are witnessing the systematic contestation and overturning of the entire
traditional conception of literature in all its aspects, along with the rejection of all
its fundamental principles and postulates. Every form of negation is expressed
with great freedom, often with extreme nonchalance, elevated even to
ostentation” (Marino, 2000: 133) [trad. mea]®°.

The Romanian avant-garde fully embraces these objectives, its
discourse being directly influenced by the traumatic and tragic
experiences, and, by extension, the “crises, dramas, and lived
experiences” (Ibidem: 168) [trad. mea]®, of the war.

Conclusions

Since the avant-garde movements can be seen as belonging to the
(radical) modern paradigm, the human body is no longer perceived as a
fundamental value, as it was in Antiquity or the Renaissance, central,
harmonious, and balanced. Instead, it is seen as a new type of body, one
that undergoes the crises of modernity: fragmented, distorted, vulnerable,
and wounded. As we have observed, the literature produced by
representatives of the avant-garde is in direct contact with a reality

3 Romanian: ,,Razboiul din 1914, impreund cu probleme sociale si politice, violent
venite la rampa in perioada postbelica, determinaserd pe multi artisti sa reflecteze asupra
experientei trecute si asupra situatiei culturale figurative asa cum se dezvolta ea in acei
ani”.

%4 Romanian: ,,Cruzime, ororile foamei, contraste sociale”.

% Romanian: ,,Asistim la contestarea si rdsturnarea sistematicd a intregii conceptii
traditionale a literaturii, sub toate aspectele, la negarea tuturor principiilor si postulatelor
sale fundamentale. Orice formad de negatie este foarte liber exprimatd, adesea cu o
dezinvoltura extrema, valorizata pana la ostentatie”.

% Romanian: ,,Crizele, dramele, experientele”.
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marked by chaos, anarchy, and war. All these are elements that also
resonate in the visual arts of the 20" century.

Alexandru Musina, in Paradigne moderne, refers to the emergence
of the concept of crisis as follows:

Fulfilled individualism generates three major crises, around which the entire
modern culture is structured and toward the resolution of which it strives: 1) the
crisis of language; 2) the crisis of the self; 3) the crisis of reality. All three crises
fundamentally question the individual, the very possibility of his genuine
existence (Musina, 2004: 104) [trad. mea]¢’.

Thus, the concept of crisis of corporeality, which highlights the body
‘in ruins’, is closely intertwined with the three notions identified by Alexandru
Musina, being in direct contact with the language of avant-garde discourse,
with the inner tensions of ‘the self’, and with the tragic nature of a
traumatizing reality, intensified by the dramatic context of the First World
War and, consequently, by its devastating aftermath.

We can conclude that the tragic experience of the First World War
undoubtedly induced a profound crisis of corporeality, of the vulnerable
human body. The body is depicted as ruined, and not idealized as a
whole, but wounded, fragmented, decomposed, reflecting the existential
disintegration brought on by war. Both modern and avant-garde
aesthetics responded to the war by rejecting traditional artistic norms,
and creating works that highlighted chaos, anarchy, disjointed imagery,
and absurdity.

Both visual arts and literature emphasize death, post-traumatic
alienation, as well as the corporeal disintegration. Despite differences in
form and medium, the trauma of war serves as a shared foundation for
modernist and avant-garde artists. Literature, diaries, paintings, and
graphics all converge in their depiction of the ruined, disposable, and
suffering body — the human body ‘in ruins’.
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