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“The past is a foreign country;
 they do things differently there” 

(L. P. Hartley)

Introduction. The Brave  
New Cold War World

Traduttore, traditore… The difficult 
problem to which this pun refers – 

that of translating accurately, while being 
faithful to both form and message – is fur-
ther complicated by the specific political 
aspects of censorship when we refer to the 
translation of literature under totalitarian 
regimes. Focusing on Cold War Romania, 
the field of translation constituted a refuge 
for many Romanian writers or academics 
when no longer allowed to publish, teach 
or perform other cultural or academic 
professions. The system of censorship and 
self-censorship was structured in a compli-
cated manner, following the Soviet model, 
from minor to major cuts, exclusions and 
“rehabilitations”, from clear lines to follow 
to the rewriting of the texts (as the quo-
tation below reveals), from literary purges 
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to the organisation of secret funds, despite 
some differences marked by the political 
shifts or change of preferences from a de-
cade to another.

M. Novicov expressed his opinion in 
favour of revising the censorship fil-
ter: ‘I think the exigency, sometimes 
exaggerated, needs revision. … We’ve 
reached a situation in cinematography 
in which practically, in a great propor-
tion, the scripts are written there [at 
the Committee for Cinematography.] 
How can we actually attract the writer 
when he doesn’t have the satisfaction 
of his work? The writer must be helped 
to finish the script himself. Since the 
Committee for Cinematography sub-
stitutes him and does this in his stead 
[the rewriting of the script] […], this 
cannot attract the writer [emphasis 
added]1.

These political interferences that 
marked the translation process are dis-
cussed in the memoirs approached in this 
paper. The authors, Antoaneta Ralian and 
Micaela Ghiţescu, were renowned trans-
lators who worked with world literature 
masterpieces, the former from English and 
the latter from Portuguese. Their memoirs 
describe both the “pleasures and the pains” 
of translating major literary pieces in a 
highly restrictive system. They offer an in-
teresting and accurate perspective (that of 
the insiders of this systems) on the politi-
cised translation process. 

Departing from the discussion on the 
political intrusions in the translation of 
literature, the current paper also takes into 
account the characteristics of life-writing 
(especially women’s personal narratives) 

during the Cold War, as a topic that was 
addressed in the author’s previous research 
(2015). The paper aims to identify and 
compare the experiences of the two select-
ed translators and their shared memories 
regarding both the censoring process and 
the strategies to elude it or allow master-
pieces to be accepted for publication.

The Romanian publishing system as 
well as all the mechanisms and institutions 
concerning culture (and literature in par-
ticular as a major propaganda tool but also 
newspapers and magazine, cinema and lat-
er television) were de/restructured starting 
with 1948, following the model of the So-
viet Union “cultural front” (see Fitzpatrick 
1992). 

The ‘new man’, the ‘new times’ […] 
were described in the langue de bois 
which appeared even in my intimate 
pages. The relationships between peo-
ple, including love – reinforced by the 
work virtues of the protagonists – had 
to be ‘new’, as well as the attitude to-
wards work and art (the means be-
coming, paradoxically and artificially, 
traditionalist). The novelty, sometimes 
unknown, with a certain theoretical 
magnetism but not verified by prac-
tice, was permanently invoked, with 
all its threatening load towards the 
‘old’ and implicitly towards conse-
crated philosophical, moral, aesthetic 
values2.

 Departing from the idea expressed 
by the Soviet ideologists, the local politi-
cal leaders, such as the Romanian General 
Secretary at the time, showed their involve-
ment in culture and stated that literature 
was “an area of ideology and actually one 
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of the most significant, due the power it 
possesses to influence”3 people. The need 
to exercise absolute control and censorship 
of such a system required institutions that 
would centralise, manage and/or supervise 
all funds, publications and literary activities 
(translations among them) as well as or-
ganise regular meetings, important due to 
their multiple roles (control, propaganda, 
purge practices and so on). Thus, I argued 
elsewhere that similarly to the other satel-
lite countries, Romania was politically and 
culturally colonised 4: “I consider that sever-
al features of the colonial phenomenon can 
be applied to the communist case (the mil-
itary occupation, the control at all political, 
social, economic and cultural levels, the pa-
ternalist ideological discourse)”5. It meant, 
among other things, applying the “Stalin-
ist blueprint ... based on a unique strategy 
of transforming national political cultures 
into carbon copies of the USSR”6 and, 
thus, adopting a Soviet cultural canon7. 

Through a massive institutional re-
organisation, the Soviet model was trans-
ferred onto local literature, visual arts and 
all areas of culture and education, to men-
tion just the field that is the focus of study.  
This involved a huge amount of transla-
tions from Russian, 

strengthened by their local carbon-co-
py imitations – articles or books copy-
ing the ideas and wooden language 
of the ‘metropolitan’ centre … At the 
cultural level, the massive and well-or-
ganised mechanism and infrastructure 
of implementing (at a large scale) the 
Soviet ‘blueprint’ or model justifies the 
association between this complex pro-
cess of domination (in its mechanisms 
of acquiring and generalising control 

over culture and all other social areas) 
and a process of specific cultural (in-
formal) colonization8.

From science to education, culture and 
everyday issues, the fact that the metropo-
lis (officially depicted only as a protective, 
friendly sibling) was in possession of the 
ultimate truths was beyond questioning. In 
this context, translations were an essential 
tool to convey these undisputable knowl-
edge: a special publishing house was creat-
ed, Cartea Rusă (which published in 1953 
alone 1,650 titles in 22,550,000 copies)9, in 
the field of science as well as social science 
“an important number of published arti-
cles were represented by translations from 
specialised journals in the Soviet Union”10 
and, essentially, “in 1948-1949, 80% of the 
school textbooks were translations from 
the Soviet textbooks”11. As previously ar-
gued12, the process of cultural transfer (as-
sociated to what I called a specific type of 
informal colonisation) of the Soviet cultural 
paradigm took place disregarding the local 
differences and unfavourable context, rep-
resented by an almost total absence of in-
terest of the local intellectuals both in the 
Soviet culture and in the leftist ideology 
(the Romanian 1920s-1940s cultural elite 
being right-wing oriented). This had made 
Romanian culture less predisposed to the 
absorption of the Soviet cultural model, 
which makes the political and cultural “oc-
cupation” even more ostentatious. 

All the principles, rules, interdictions 
[…] that made a coherent system, 
imported from the Soviet Union and 
popularised and adapted in Romania 
by [Leonte] Răutu and a group of ac-
tivists, were not born all at once, like 
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Venus from the sea foam. They were 
gradually introduced, since 1948, ac-
complished […] their mechanisms 
and structure, reaching after a few 
years (1951-1952) the full speed. This 
paroxysmal moment was however fol-
lowed by a brutal downfall. Stalin’s 
death (in March 1953) relaxed the 
war in time of peace communist par-
adigm – unyielding, blunt, anti-intel-
lectual, paranoid, suffocating13.

Institutional reorganisation was a 
significant strategy, applied at all levels: 
for instance, at the top level, The Roma-
nian Academy changed its name in June 
1948 to the Academy of the Popular Re-
public of Romania and underwent major 
changes after the Soviet model. Oth-
er radical interventions took place after 
January 1949, when legislation explicitly 
focused on measures for the “stimulation 
of scientific, literary and artistic activi-
ties” was issued. An institution that was 
considered important for the regime, the 
Writers’ Union, was founded in 1949 con-
tinuing the Romanian Writers’ Society, 
established in 1908. The new institution 
functioned at the national level, with local 
branches, and had an effective role, con-
trolling important resources (from funds 
to numerous properties) and organising 
the activities of the writers according to 
the official requirements. 

Writers were expected to write for 
these mass audiences and… establish 
a dialogue (sometimes direct, through 
meetings) and rewrite their works 
(which were not ‘reflecting’ the real 
problems or were sending the wrong 
ideological message14.

Besides these visible institutional 
changes concerning culture, the authority 
actually controlling the publications was 
connected to another (political) structure, 
which focused on the new priorities, agi-
tation and propaganda. Until the beginning 
of 1948, these activities were coordinated 
by the Central Department of Political 
Education [Secţia Centrală de Educaţie 
Politică – SCEP] and its local branches 
and multiple committees15. This structure 
was in charge with the supervision/cen-
sorship of publications, also collaborating 
with the Ministry of Information and se-
cret services (Siguranţa and later Securi-
tatea). It supervised the implementation of 
the Party’s decisions within all significant 
institutions that dealt with culture. These 
were numerous, organised hierarchically so 
as to ensure centralised control and high-
ly bureaucratised: the Ministry of Pub-
lic Education, the Ministry of Arts and 
Information (later reorganised into the 
Committee for Arts, the Ministry of Cul-
ture, and the State Committee for Culture 
and Arts), the Academy of the Romanian 
People’s Republic, the General Director-
ate for Press and Print, the Writer’s Union 
and the Artists’ Union and all the cultur-
al, artistic and press institutions regarding 
cinema, radio and so on16. The institution 
had also the authority to recruit the staff 
for all cultural institutions, which was a 
highly political mission. Antoaneta Ra-
lian spoke about her first job and how she 
was recruited as “fresh blood” for the sys-
tem; she made a dark pun between job and 
ciob17 (piece of broken glass, in Romanian), 
to suggest the discomfort of working in a 
field which disfigured culture. 

The structure changed its name and 
organising formula over time (the habit 
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was to use the initials, after the Soviet mod-
el so the actual names were usually void of 
meaning. Moreover, the person in charge 
stayed the same between 1947-1965. This 
person remained significant for the histo-
ry of Romanian censorship, Leonte Rău-
tu18. He was the head of this department, 
renamed the Directorate of Propaganda 
and Agitation of CC of RWP and later, in 
1950 the Department of Propaganda and 
Agitation (SPA). Concerning this faithful 
implementation, Răutu himself declared 
before his death in the early 1990s that 
“Communist Romania was entirely built 
following the Soviet model”19. The differ-
ent “institutional channels”20 contributed 
– as well as the press, literary circles or the 
recently founded school of literature – to 
achieving and legitimising the major liter-
ary shift21.

Life Writing: Sharing  
the “Pleasures and Pains”  
of Translating during Communism

“We would be nothing  
without our memory”  

(Annie Bentoiu)
 “Writing is a process, a journey  

into memory and the soul”  
(Isabel Allende)

After the fall of the Communist “dom-
ino”, the Romanian audience and, 

naturally, the publishing system showed 
an immense interest in life writing. The 
fascination for personal narratives – either 
retrospective accounts of the Cold War or 
accounts already written but censured or 
self-censured, or a hybrid between the two – 
can be explained, I believe, in the light of this 

collective post-traumatic quest for the lost 
time and for reconstructing the experiences 
kept in secrecy. Life writing is most likely 
the best suited genre for such a journey of 
individual and collective self-discovery, as in 
this type of introspection “the mechanisms 
of existence are decomposed consistently 
and methodically and later recomposed so 
as to create and re-create a world”22.

From the perspective of gender stud-
ies and particularly in the feminist ap-
proach, personal narratives gain in rele-
vance. Also, the quality and depth of most 
of these introspections –in terms of both 
personal and historical experiences – go 
beyond the relevance of the personal nar-
rative for gender issues and gendered ex-
periences. Therefore, personal narratives, 
seen as reflection of female experiences 
and interpretations of events, represent a 
key object of analysis for gender studies. 
I consider this connection between gender 
and the genre extremely relevant mainly be-
cause these narratives are not and cannot 
be, critics consider, neutral from a gender 
perspective. Thus, while reflecting individ-
ual as well as collective experiences and 
traumas during the dictatorship, these 
writings – belonging to women connected 
to the profession of writer or translator, ed-
ucated and/or performing in the midst of 
the cultural elite – cannot leave aside the 
gendered perspective. Moreover, personal 
narratives can provide the researcher with 
a double perspective, revealing the woman’s 
social experience and her introspections. 

The focus here is on two female trans-
lators, both shy to publish fiction or per-
sonal narratives until very late in life due 
to the proximity of masterpieces, which 
convinced both that they needed more 
talent and more to say. However, both 
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acknowledged the fact that the translation 
was an act of “re-creation”23, in which a 
translator invested part of herself and her 
experience and biography. Attracted on the 
path of life-writing by some interviewers, 
both decided eventually to write their sto-
ries, which were turned into Herstory. Their 
biographies are different and yet equal-
ly influenced by the political context and 
History. The comparison between them is 
justified first of all by the profession they 
shared and by the fact that they belonged 
practically to the same generation (Ralian 
was born in 1924 and Ghiţescu in 1931), 
experiencing the same period and working 
in the same translation system. Moreover, 
as they wrote their memoirs almost si-
multaneously (and published in 2012 and, 
respectively, 2014, with additional texts in 
periodicals, in Ralian’s case these were also 
gathered in a volume after her death24) and 
gave memorable interviews (to Eugenia 
Vodă, among others), the reader has the 
possibility to compare experiences and add 
complementary pieces to the historical 
puzzle and to the gender approach. 

Micaela Ghiţescu’s experience, shared 
in her memoirs, is that of her tragic youth 
as a political prisoner. In an interview tak-
en by Eugenia Vodă they agreed Ghiţescu 
was, above all things, “a professional sur-
vivor.”25 Born and raised into an educat-
ed family, the daughter of an appreciated 
doctor and a mother related to some well-
known intellectuals (the Papacostea fami-
ly), Ghiţescu mentions a focus on foreign 
languages in her education, something for 
which she also showed talent, as did An-
toaneta Ralian. 

We, the children, almost before actu-
ally knowing how to speak, learned 

German, almost as a native language. 
Believing that it is the most difficult 
language for the Romanians to learn, 
my father insisted on our learning it 
from early childhood. In my home, 
French was spoken currently and it 
was transmitted to us, the children, 
together with German, almost as a 
native language… Classical and con-
temporary French literature and even 
the latest novels published in Paris, as 
well as the Revue des Deux Mondes, 
were in our home library. My mother 
had subscriptions for Marie Claire and 
Modes & Travaux, my father ordered 
his medical books, as well as children’s 
books, from Paris26.

Ghiţescu’s destiny would later be, for 
better and for worse, related to this in-
terest in foreign languages. As a teenager 
she decided to enrol at the French Insti-
tute in Bucharest but the major shifts in 
Romanian (and world politics) led her to 
a tragic denouement. After the fall of the 
Iron Curtain, the teachers and students 
of the French Institute in Bucharest kept 
correspondence with their former profes-
sor, Marcel Fontaine, now in France. Those 
involved in this correspondence, as well as 
“other people that had gravitated around 
the French Institute, around 100 people), 
were arrested, tried and sentenced to pun-
ishments from 2 years to life sentence”27 
for the crime of “espionage in favour of a 
foreign country”28. Her references to pris-
on life and trauma are, indeed, those of a 
survivor. She writes without bitterness, 
despite having survived political prisons. 
She also became a successful professional, 
rebuilding her life against all odds: the po-
litical and social stigma and great personal 
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loss. Initially all jobs associated with lan-
guages (including teaching) were denied to 
her, as they “involved contacts with other 
countries”29. Ironically or not, foreign lan-
guages would later help her earn a living 
as a translator of Portuguese literature. 
Following her tragic prison experience re-
lated to the French Institute, she started 
studying Spanish and Portuguese in rather 
improvised conditions30 and as Portuguese 
was not studied at the University and there 
were no diplomatic connections with Por-
tugal at the time, very few people knew 
the language and culture. This helped her 
become later the “Portuguese specialist” in 
the field of translations. In this area, she 
could exercise a form of cultural survival 
that served not only herself but also the 
readers: 

For the Romanian reader, the translat-
ed foreign literature meant not only an 
open window towards a world consid-
ered normal, but also – as the cinema 
and television were, with few excep-
tions, unbearable – an escape, a refuge 
from the daily cultural aggressions of 
imposture. When the publication of 
a translation was announced, queues 
were formed at the bookstores31.

Ghiţescu’s memoir focused explicit-
ly, from the very title, on the ambivalence 
between “forgetting/oblivion” and “re-
membering”32. About her strategies, she 
says she followed no path other than the 
“meanders” of her memory and thought 
“occasionally hindered by oblivion”33. She 
emphasises the fact that this personal nar-
rative is her only book, as she had “no more 
time”34. Indeed, Micaela Ghiţescu died in 
2019 and her memoir remains, besides a 

few interviews, her confession about sur-
viving and resisting Romanian totalitar-
ianism. Therefore, memory served a vital 
function, it was used as a survival exercise. 

It is a field in which a survivor of the 
political prison was able to find satisfaction 
in overcoming censorship, sometimes par-
tially, through words or paragraph elusions, 
at other times more substantially: “The fact 
of managing to elude it offered great satis-
factions. Indeed, we considered it a reward 
which in our turn we offered to the readers 
when a subversive book ‘passed’” (eluded 
censorship)35. Besides a form of resistance, 
it can be considered a form of serving 
memory, by “saving” books from oblivion 
(especially from less accessible literatures, 
such as the Portuguese and Brazilian ones) 
and by connecting the isolated Romanian 
cultural to the collective heritage of world 
literature. 

Memory is not only individual but 
cultural: memory, though we may 
experience it as private and internal, 
draws on countless scraps and bits of 
knowledge and information from the 
surrounding culture, and is inserted 
into larger cultural narratives. This is 
a relationship that goes both ways, 
of course. If individual memories are 
constructed within culture, and are 
part of cultural systems of represen-
tation, cultural memories are con-
stituted by the cumulative weight of 
dispersed and fragmented individual 
memories, among other things36.

The concern for retrieving the past 
from oblivion stands out both in her mem-
oir and as an editor of a publication called 
Memoria. About her strategies, she says 
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she followed no path other than the “me-
anders” of her memory and thought “oc-
casionally hindered by oblivion”37 and her 
work attempts to concentrate in her only 
book, as she emphasises, the essence of her 
story which could not be otherwise than 
connected to History. 

The access to the elitist translation 
system came by chance: “my actual ‘big 
bang’ came about when a writer, a family 
friend, suggested that we should translate 
together for the Univers publishing house 
(which at that time was called the State 
Publishing House for World Literature)”38. 
Despite being given only partial credit for 
this translation, this brought Ghiţescu a 
better contract, the translation of Henry 
Fielding’s Joseph Andrews. But her politi-
cal record would continue to haunt her. By 
mistake or not, Ghiţescu’s name was mis-
spelled in the book and during this episode 
she later narrated how she was intimidated 
by her past as a former political prisoner 
(although amnestied) and threatened with 
legal and professional consequences39. Al-
though the head of the publishing house 
and her own employer supported her, the 
system could not be defeated and the am-
biguity remained about her name on the 
first edition. But, by way of compensation, 
further contracts were offered to the trans-
lator and her career flourished.

Ghiţescu described the act of transla-
tion as being “an act of creation at the same 
time.  You walk beside the writer you trans-
late. Where he put his foot, you also put 
yours, and after leaving his trace, you leave 
yours”40. Her career started, as it did for 
many in the field of translation during the 
1950s-1960s, as the alternative left when 
writing or teaching were excluded from 
political records as the most influential 

activities. “Dangerous” class enemies were 
to be marginalised from influential areas, 
Ghiţescu herself recounting how she was 
required to sign a document renouncing all 
future claims on access to teaching activ-
ities. However, she mentioned more than 
once the satisfactions she experienced as a 
translator.

The other figure in focus here, Antoa-
neta Ralian, was perhaps the most reput-
ed and prolific translator during the Cold 
War. A translator of British and American 
classics, as well as of contemporaries (i.e. 
Saul Bellow), Ralian described the censor-
ship system from within, having worked 
both as a censor and as a translator. She 
belonged to a “fresh” generation of gradu-
ates that were co-opted by the system. She 
confessed it was a very painful activity to 
act as a censor and that she later found her 
true vocation in translations.

Saving Masterpieces from the 
“Bibliocaust”: Censorship Practices

The assimilation of the Soviet model in 
form and content also had to offer the 

illusion of enthusiasm. Concerning this 
simulation of enthusiasm, Paul Cornea – 
an intellectual and “insider” in the system 
(whose case – or rather certain elements 
that make it relevant for the discussion of 
this cultural paradigm shift – will be tack-
led below) – mentioned in his memoirs an 
excess of obedience in the servile attitudes 
of the late 1940-1950s local Communist 
elite (“fabricated” or imported, we might 
add, both at the political and cultural level). 

First, a series of writers were accused 
of collaboration [with the enemy], 
then of ideological errors and pacts 
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with the German fascists, which 
created panic and confusion among 
writers, who feared massive retalia-
tion and, as a consequence, joined the 
Communist Party or complied with 
immediate political orders, writing 
frantically about translations of So-
viet literature. [...] In books stores, 
publishing houses and libraries the 
purge of older books was radical. [...] 
Many private or public libraries were 
burned, tens of thousands of books 
were thrown away, transported into 
dark basements and cellars, some of 
the most important archives were set 
on fire41.

While in the case of cultural elites the 
purge meant a series of measures, from the 
prohibition to publish to their being sen-
tenced to prison, book purges had their 
own dramatic and violent history – what 
was called “book holocaust” in Newsweek 
or “bibliocaust” in Time magazine42. Inves-
tigating the case study of the purge having 
taken place at a county library (located in 
Braşov) and the creation of secret funds, 
Nazare also discussed the excess of obedi-
ence mentioned by Cornea, leading some-
times to absurd situations (forbidding even 
harmless books and so on). “Becoming a 
second nature after almost half a century, 
self-censorship would sometimes exceed 
censorship itself43.

The shift involved culture at all its lev-
els and areas, the most visible aspects being 
the new (as well as the restructured, so as 
to become centralising) cultural institu-
tions and the massive import of Soviet cul-
tural patterns and products, the translation 
of Soviet books being an essential area, 
as mentioned above. Also, most visible 

– especially in periodicals that recorded 
closely, both explicitly and implicitly, the 
ongoing changes – was the shift taking 
place in language. This “Newspeak” was 
artificially adopted by (actually imposed 
upon) the local writers and ideologists that 
“would assume the imported Soviet vocab-
ulary … but only declaratively, in order to 
cope with the authorities, without caring 
about the actual effect of those words and 
slogans44.

Mircea Eliade’s diary covering the 
early 1940s (when he was a diplomat in 
Portugal) exhales the fear towards the per-
spective (later turned into a fact) of the 
Soviet “takeover”. As his diary reveals it, 
Eliade was conscious that the purge would 
include him and his works due to his for-
mer political views and actions (Victor 
Cădere, the ambassador and his superior 
in Portugal, would indeed be arrested after 
his return to Romania) and that he would 
not be able to continue his literary and ac-
ademic work in the new cultural context. 
Several entries in the diary mention the 
purge he was indirectly aware of: “this eve-
ning the intern news that I listen to on the 
Romania Radio announced new purges”45, 
adding days later that “among the people 
guilty for the country’s disaster there were 
‘first range writers’… that have already 
been arrested”46. Indeed, the purge – fo-
cused at first on the writers known to have 
rightist views – reached paranoid levels. 

The names of the authors who had 
left the country – even legally – were 
erased from the records of the pub-
lic libraries, from bibliographies, and 
could not be quoted. And as the num-
ber of these authors was significant 
and it was difficult for one to keep 
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informed on this, the famous Coun-
cil of Socialist Culture and Education 
would periodically circulate lists with 
the outcasts to the public libraries47.

Antoaneta Ralian was able to describe 
the censorship system from within as hav-
ing worked in the front line of the system. 
Her testimony is even more valuable be-
cause of that. As a young graduate (in the 
late 1940s, when a dramatic purge was tak-
ing place in the “cultural field”, as things 
were explained to her), as she was could 
speak several languages, she was employed 
by the system that was looking for “fresh 
blood” among the youth48.

Besides belonging to a more “harm-
less” category of young graduates, whom 
the regime saw as being easier to mould, 
the account suggests rather than relates 
straightforwardly (as in all personal narra-
tives, what is left untold is also significant). 
Perhaps, considering the period, we may 
read between the lines and find a connec-
tion to her being a young Jewish intellectu-
al, a category that provided the system with 
an alternative to the purged categories. The 
job was at the Department for Library 
Purges (Departamentul de Epurare a Biblio-
tecilor) and it involved precisely the activity 
of “cleansing” the libraries, through a series 
of strategies. The focus was on excluding a 
large range of authors and topics that were 
considered antisocialist, capitalist or impe-
rialist, religious, mystical, esoteric, erotic, 
subversive etc.49 The translator spoke about 
this first job as being a source of pain for 
a literature lover, especially as this was the 
most radical period. The censorship strat-
egies consisted, she writes, of three cate-
gories: “the permanent elimination of the 
books from the libraries…, their transfer 

to the ‘S’ fund (meaning Secret, where the 
majority of the books landed and where 
only a few chosen individuals had access) 
and the preservation of harmless books in 
the libraries“50.

I, the same person who became the re-
puted translator, attended on a regular 
basis the courses on Philosophy and 
Aesthetics, George Călinescu’s and 
Tudor Vianu’s lectures, and felt uplift-
ed when leaving the class, felt proud 
as if I were flying on my high heels, I 
now had to take Kant and Leibniz out 
of the libraries. I eliminated from the 
libraries some erotic authors whose 
books I was to translate fifty years 
later51.

She used the privileges of life-writ-
ing to explain that she had few options 
and that she required a transfer as soon as 
possible, ending up in the publishing house 
system. This was considered inferior on the 
political scale but, after a period of doing 
bureaucratic work, she became a translator 
in the 1950s. After 1964, she translated 
a large range of famous authors (Hen-
ry James, Virginia Woolf, Charles Dick-
ens, Saul Bellow, Iris Murdoch and many 
others). This was also possible due to the 
changes happening in Romanian politics 
in the 1960s, which meant an increased 
distance from the Soviet Union and cul-
tural diversification. 

At the beginning of the 1960s, Roma-
nian politics was rebooted, distancing 
itself from the centralised vision pro-
moted by Moscow. … From a social 
point of view, Romania heeded the 
political changes taking place in the 
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early 1960s and the population wit-
nessed a wind of change towards free-
dom. … A return to normality52.

It was the period of the cultural thaw, 
when the translation field reflected the 
political changes very well and shifted 
from the Soviet “colonisation” paradigm 
of the early 1960s towards national val-
ues (Ceauşescu’s National Communism). 
embracing, for a time, openness towards 
the West. In the field of literature, this in-
volved an opening towards world literature 
(other than Russian) and different institu-
tional changes.

The beginning of the seventh decade 
brought a new organisation of the 
publishing system by the creation of 
Meridiane Publishing House in 1960, 
revigorating the activity of ESPLA53 
(now renamed Editura pentru Lite- 
ratură54), including important trans-
lations from Western literature and 
launching, in 1961, the monthly jour-
nal Secolul 20 [The 20th Century], a pe-
riodical on world literature topics, ed-
ited by the Writers’ Union. Still, even 
now the liberalisation was limited55.

In this context, translators such as 
those approached in this study had both 
the training and the instinct to contribute 
to this trend and make a career by translat-
ing a diversity of works inaccessible before 
(some of them world literature masterpiec-
es). This amounted to a return to normality 
and a connection to the “free world” after 
suffocating years.  

For the Romanian reader, the translat-
ed foreign literature meant not only an 

open window towards a world consid-
ered normal, but also, - as the cinema 
and television were, with few excep-
tions, unbearable – an escape, a refuge 
from the daily cultural aggressions of 
imposture. When the publication of 
a translation was announced, queues 
were formed at the bookstores56.

Censorship survived, despite the con-
cessions. The mingling became, however, 
negotiable to a point and accepted nuances 
and diversification. Both translators de-
scribe the adventurous process of getting 
to translate certain authors and how every-
thing was censored and even self-censored, 
from the author and the title to the par-
ticular choice of words and references. The 
translators were aware of the “translation 
canon”, as I would call it, a set of rules that 
made a book, paragraph or sentence pass 
the censorship test or not. 

Before the translation of a book – even 
where a classic work was concerned – 
and before its appearance in bookstores 
(or rather ‘disappearance’, as the major-
ity of the translated books were sold in 
a clandestine manner, and the number 
of copies was insufficient even when it 
meant dozens of thousands) – the trans-
lator had to face several difficulties. The 
most powerful obstacle, and at the same 
time the most insidious and dangerous, 
was the censorship. The fact of managing 
to elude it offered great satisfactions. In-
deed, we considered this a reward which, 
in our turn, we offered to the readers 
when a subversive book ‘passed’57.

As these translators attest, every author 
and every title had their own translation 
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story and many strategies were involved in 
tricking the still vigilant censorship appa-
ratus. Once the author and the book were 
accepted, the translator had to avoid mak-
ing “dangerous” insertions (from the title 
to the word choice) and intrusive changes, 
such as the “sweetening” of love scenes and, 
the most costly strategy, the suppression of 
words, paragraphs or even whole pages58. 
Antoaneta Ralian even commented on the 
paradox that both as a translator and as a 
censor, she had to metaphorically “cover 
the nudes” and even eliminate authors that 
she would, ironically, translate herself after 
1989 (such as Henry Miller), when she had 
move from excessive prudence to extreme 
transparency of language.

First the author had to be accepted. …
This meant, mainly, the political attitude 
of the foreign author…. Was he an anti-
communist? Or did he perhaps oppose 
Ceauşescu? Then there was no chance 
for his work to be accepted. … Let us 
admit that the author was ‘acceptable’. 
Then the topic was brought into ques-
tion. In this respect, fluctuations have 
been recorded over the years. … Espe-
cially nothing on religion! … As far as 
love was concerned, it had to be platonic, 
as much as possible. … Finally, after this 
trial, the title came under discussion59.

This reference to Ceauşescu confirms 
that this was the period from the mid-
1960s on, coinciding with the liberalisation 
described above or rather with a well-con-
trolled degree of freedom. The translations 
were diverse and of high standing, which 
made them a highly desired “commodity” 
that was instantly sold out, traded clandes-
tinely and usually published in insufficient, 

albeit significant numbers of copies. Despite 
poor paper and graphic quality, the fact that 
the major world literature titles were avail-
able, with the inevitable changes or cuts 
(sometimes explicit in the text through el-
lipsis) made a huge cultural and emotional 
difference for more than one generation. 

Conclusions

The issue of translations is, perhaps, one 
of the most interesting when censor-

ship is considered, because what is trans-
lated and how it is performed reflects many 
aspects about the level of constraint during 
a dictatorship and the messages that an un-
democratic system wants to convey. An ex-
ample in this respect is Francoist Spain, in 
which film dubbing flourished (and is very 
popular until today) because, initially, it fa-
cilitated the elimination or change of certain 
undesired elements. Moreover, in Romania, 
in the Stalinist-style censorship system, 
control over the printed text (but also over 
visual representations, from official photo-
graphs and caricatures to films) reached Or-
wellian levels. The relaxation of censorship 
mentioned above brought a major change in 
the field of translations in the early 1960s. It 
was also apparent in the local literature with 
Neomodernism flourishing after the mid-
1960s, and cinema and television diversifi-
cation. It was a short intermezzo, followed 
by the intensifying of Ceauşescu’s cult of 
personality, which suffocated culture. 

The memoirs discussed in this paper 
are valuable testimonies from inside the sys-
tem, revealing how the mechanisms of both 
censorship and (at least partial) censorship 
elusion functioned. These are valuable tes-
timonies, documenting the translation sys-
tem from professionals that experienced the 
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entire communist period with the political 
and censorship shifts, surviving them both 
physically and mentally. Understanding 
the changes in the intensity of censorship 
practices, these translators reflected on how, 
using different strategies, they could ensure 
that world literature masterpieces could 
reach the readers, escaping the purge or dis-
figuration of censorship (an actual “biblio-
caust”, as the Time magazine called it). 

In this context, diaries and memoirs on 
Cold War translations reveal both the ex-
perience and the role of these professionals 
in escaping censorship (knowing its mech-
anisms, as Ralian did, for instance, since she 
had previously worked within the structures 
of the political apparatus). Life writing 

remains most prominent in these traumatic 
contexts, probably as it has to do with inner 
survival and with the preservation of mental 
health. It can also be connected with the jus-
tification of a sort of internal resistance and 
schizoid thinking in relation to the political 
invasion. But in the case of translations, it 
adds the component of book survival. They 
opened a window for the readers, facilitat-
ing access to good literature for millions of 
readers and contributing indirectly to their 
own resistance and survival within a world 
that was, for decades, suffocating. 
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