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Literary genre: a genealogy
Genre is a salient tool of literary historiography, primarily 
instrumented to track transhistorical sameness across 
aesthetic forms. Its ability to provide taxonomic coherence to 
the heterogeneous process of literary evolution justifies the 
overt reliance of historical narratives on its divisions, as well 
as the naturalization of generic terminology in theoretical 
discourses. To address and illustrate the pervasiveness of 
this conceptual category, I will further trace a concise critical 
panorama of prevalent generic idioms (neoclassical, post-
Romantic, Marxist). Albeit not exhaustive, it exposes the central 
(and reiterative) debates of genre theory, framing the formulas 
of Romanian genre practice which are the object of my analysis. 

Aristotle’s Poetics contains the first Western instance 
of genre theory; although composed of categories to 
which contemporary framings of literature remain weakly 
responsive, the Aristotelian generic system remains 
significant because of its durability and incommensurable 

influence. Itself formulated around Plato’s tripartite division 
of literary discourse (into authorial, figural, and mixed),1 it 
depends on “the formal distinction, said to be fundamental 
and universal, among three ways of representation:”2 epic, 
dramatic, lyric. This division premises most ancient and 
Renaissance genre theory, and its metabolization during the 
seventeenth century, brought about by the effort of national 
literatures to gain legitimacy through appropriating the 
aesthetic models of Antiquity, engendered the neoclassical 
idiom of genre. It is predicated on the universal validity and 
ubiquity of the explicit, formalizable rules which govern its 
taxonomy-prone categories. Having prevailed in Europe 
until the early nineteenth century, it still retains disciplinary 
relevance, constituting a traditional, systematic version of 
genre theory that operates with generic types which are a 
priori, prescriptive, and rhetorically stable.

Its inherent inclination towards “taxonomic fetishism” 
(Mariano Siskind) is repudiated by modern genre criticism, 
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but never fully supplanted. (Post-)Romantic theories of 
genre provide an illustrative example of such an attempted, 
but never carried through, dismissal of genre as such. Even 
in their most innovative and theoretically sophisticated 
iterations, they find themselves in a conceptual double bind: 
although (literary) texts invariably exhibit a formal incongruity 
with the abstract, formalized version of the genre they are an 
instance of, marking a divergence which seemingly pertains to 
the Romantic postulate of textual singularity and autonomy, 
they can never be fully extracted from the system of generic 
referentiality within which they were articulated. To put it 
shortly, no text is ever genreless, and radical attempts to 
treat it as such end up being tautological.3 However, not all 
formulas of (post-)Romantic genericity are undermined by an 
overly ambitious rejection of genre, and an account of their 
development is necessary in showcasing the central theoretical 
reflexes of Romanian genre practice (particularly Călinescu’s, 
who can be comfortably registered among the post-Romantics, 
and Manolescu’s, in its aestheticist dimensions). Proceeding 
from Friedrich Schlegel’s late eighteenth-century insistence 
on the singularity of literary texts, it is advanced by Benedetto 
Croce, who rejects generic classification due to its logical 
configuration, seeing it as inherently incongruous with the 
aesthetic, intuition-based nature of the literary (the rationale 
behind this dismissal of generic categories will be echoed in G. 
Călinescu’s own). Perhaps the most influential dislodgement 
of stable genericity is contained within Jacques Derrida’s 1980 
essay, “The Law of Genre,” in which he posits that every text 
inherently participates in (at least one) genre, without ever 
belonging to any, as would be the case in a generic paradigm 
predicated on taxonomic relations. Beyond being an issue of 
reproduction or replication, Derridian participation implies 
a textual performance of genre, through which individual 
texts continuously hybridize, stretch, and reconstitute their 
respective category(-ies). As such, his aporetic stance exposes 
the problematic character of universalist taxonomies, deeming 
delusive any project of generic rhetorical stability and purity, 
while also maintaining that complete generic openness (as 
postulated by Benedetto Croce and, in its most radical variant, 
by Maurice Blanchot) is infeasible, given that genres are 
necessary preconditions of textual performance, concurrently 
embodying both difference and intergeneric contamination. 

Animated by a similar concern with the unsettled, duplicitous 
character of genres as simultaneously descriptive and 
prescriptive, logically premised, yet empirically determined 
constructs, Fredric Jameson calls for the invention of a “new, 
historically reflexive, way of using categories, such as those of 
genre, which are so clearly implicated in the literary history 
and the formal production they were traditionally supposed 
to classify and neutrally to describe.”4 His proposal is double: 
firstly, he understands genres as “literary institutions, or 
social contracts between a writer and a specific public, whose 
function is to specify the proper use of a particular cultural 
artifact,”5 acknowledging that literary production has, in 
modern times, systematically undermined stable genericity. 
Secondly, in the wake of French semiotics, he distinguishes two 

fundamental, mutually exclusive threads of genre criticism: 
the semantic one, epitomized by Northrop Frye’s Anatomy 
of Criticism (which is exclusively concerned with extracting 
the essence of a given genre, “the generalized  existential 
experience behind the individual texts”6), counterbalanced 
by the syntactic one, the preeminent practitioner of which 
is Vladimir Propp in his Morphology of the Folktale (which 
limits its analysis to constructing a model of a given generic 
mechanism). This binomial is extremely operative (particularly 
in view of its consonance with other notorious conceptual 
pairs of genre criticism, like Todorov’s historical/theoretical 
or Cohen’s empirical/logical) because it rearticulates one 
of the foundational aporias of the concept of genre, namely 
the undecided oscillation between the prescriptive and the 
descriptive character of its categories. 

The multiplicity of theoretical inferences contained within 
this synthesizing account is symptomatic for the behavior 
of genre as a critical category. It is never self-sustained, 
nominally stable or exclusive in its textual applications; rather, 
it presents itself as “a self-obsoleting system, a provisional set 
that will always be bent and pulled and stretched by its many 
subsets”7; or, in Alastair Fowler’s potent imagery, it is “much 
less of a pigeonhole than a pigeon.”8 Nevertheless, it permeates 
critical metadiscourses, having a robust theoretical presence 
which invariably necessitates conceptual administration. And 
whereas it might be, as Ralph Cohen postulates, resistant to 
theory9, it remains an essential aspect of literarity and, by 
extension, an unavoidable concern of literary historiography. 
Even for the literary critics or historians who are reluctant 
to its categorial durability, genre retains an unalienable 
relevance. Not only because of its naturalization within the 
theoretical lexicon of the discipline, but also because, despite 
its capricious behavior, it is a valuable concept, at least, as 
Fredric Jameson points out, in view of its mediatory function, 
“which allows the coordination of immanent formal analysis 
of the individual text with the twin diachronic perspective 
of the history of forms and the evolution of social life.”10 By 
containing the condensed history of a literary form, while also 
being entitled to its contemporary instances, it provides access 
to great temporal scales from within a short observational 
distance, thus being strategically useful in diachronic analysis. 

Tracking how generic changes find reflection in the canon 
of formal criticism is, thus, doubly relevant: on the one hand, 
as Ralph Cohen notes, a history of genre is a history of cultural 
continuities, revealing how canons of taste move across time. 
On the other hand, it displays the evolution of literary history 
as genre. Its social significance, “linked to identifying new 
relations among texts, including texts that have never been 
considered worthy of study,”11 varies according to the principles 
that drive the formation of its categories. Therefore, as I will 
further analyze below, a teleological historical narrative, 
premised on judicial criticism, operates with a hierarchical, 
essentialist system of genres, which intrinsically limits its 
contents. Contrastingly, a literary history which renounces 
the sharp, a priori segregation of texts, in favor of empirically 
formulated textual relations, can move into extraliterary 
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territory, embedding its analyses in the social and ideological 
realities which remain obscure to the exclusive narrative of 
aesthetic evolution. I contend that it is through this theoretical 
lens that the generic landscape which Mihai Iovănel furnishes 
in his History should be approached. Consequently, the 
following sections focus on the historiographical projects of 
G. Călinescu and Nicolae Manolescu, pinpointing the generic 
idioms they employ, in an attempt to contrastively showcase 
the theoretical mutations exhibited in Iovănel’s volume. 

1941: G. Călinescu 
Immensely influential through the formula of literary history 
it postulated, George Călinescu’s monumental 1941 Istoria 
literaturii române de la origini până în prezent [The History 
of Romanian Literature from its Origins to the Present] has 
found one of its most exhaustive analyses in Andrei Terian’s 
G. Călinescu. A cincea esență [G. Călinescu. The fifth essence], 
to which the present delineation of Călinescu’s generic 
practice is primarily indebted. Emerging within a critical 
tradition which was excessively (and, in a sense, exclusively) 
anchored by classificatory normativity and a model of 
historicism predicated on the myth of progress, Călinescu’s 
historiographical project is symptomatic for the paradigmatic 
shift he engendered. Beyond uprooting the constitutive 
postulates of the critical landscape into which he arrived 
(“the supremacy of method, the ‘objectivity’ of taxonomies, 
the certitudes of ‘direction’ criticism and historicism”12), he 
proposed their replacement with a renewed objective for 
literary historiography as such, explicitly expressed in his 1938 
essay, “Tehnica criticii și a istoriei literare” [The technique of 
literary criticism and history]: “the role of literary history is 
not to objectively research the problems imposed from the 
outside upon our spirit, but rather to create points of view 
from which acceptable structures might emerge.”13 

Thus, he shifts literary historiography from a positivist, 
formalizable, implicitly collective effort to an exclusively 
aesthetic, profusely individual, and subjectively conducted 
one, rooted in personal taste and value judgements. This 
mutation is predicated on his manifest antiformalism, in 
conjunction with one of the basal ideas of his aesthetic 
thinking, namely the all-encompassing belief in the unity of 
artistic ‘expression.’ Central to the configuration of Călinescu’s 
critical approach, this conviction has at least two consequences 
with relevant implications for his instrumentation of genre 
in historiographical contexts: the disciplinary indistinctness 
of literary history and criticism, on the one hand, and the 
repudiation of generic divisions, on the other.  

The first of the two operates under a straightforward 
premise: to recognize the value of aesthetic phenomena, any 
act of judicial criticism requires historical perspective, to 
the same extent that, being shaped by a system of absolute 
values, literary history necessarily employs aesthetic criteria 
(thus extricating itself from the arbitrariness of social history). 
Even beyond this relation of mutual determination, history 
and criticism are also consubstantial, being “two moments of 
the same process,”14 partaking in artistic expression and its 

inviolable unity. To distinguish them generically would be to 
malform them through insertion into artificial transhistorical 
divisions, going against the fundamental principles of Călinescu’s 
aesthetics. This rationale envelops literary genres as well: given 
the homogeneous and unifying substantiality of literature, any 
taxonomic, universalist theory of genre is registered as arbitrary 
and harmful to the critical process. However, despite rejecting 
the division of artistic expression into modes and forms, the 
Romanian critic does, as Andrei Terian has amply demonstrated, 
engage distinct analytic procedures, regulated in accordance 
with the generic nature of a given text.

Therefore, despite refusing a historiographical model 
which explicitly relied on the transhistorical durability of 
generic categories (as Eugen Lovinescu had previously done 
in his 1926-1929 Istoria literaturii române contemporane [The 
History of Contemporary Romanian Literature]), Călinescu 
ends up producing a comprehensive generic system which 
discriminates subgenres according to their content specificity. 
While maintaining a unifying interrelatedness, they can be 
organized by mimetic potential, starting off with its strongest 
configurations (literary history and criticism) and encompassing 
biography, novel and drama, among others, ultimately reaching 
the embodiment of maximal non-referentiality, namely “‘pure’ 
poetry.”15 Despite its seeming dogmatism, this antiformalist, 
content-oriented generic system proves spacious and flexible 
enough to accommodate the vastness of Călinescu’s project, 
which in turn manages to maintain internal coherence with 
its aesthetic premises through a manifest commitment to 
monographic methods. In Terian’s illustrative formulation, 
“against Lovinescu’s Istoria [History], which, following the 
known pattern, circumscribed authors to schools and genres, it 
can be said that in the 1941 Istoria [History] genres and schools 
are circumscribed to authors.”16

Founded on the irreducible tension between temporality and 
artistry, Călinescu’s historiographic enterprise is conducive 
to a generic practice which, fully metabolizing its post-
Romantic inheritance (in Benedetto Croce’s formula), remains 
dogmatically semantic (in Jameson’s understanding of the 
term). His immanent categories, extracted, to the greatest 
possible degree, from the internal dynamics of the work of art, 
undergo a substantial mutation in Manolescu’s understanding 
of genericity, which, although equally reluctant to universalism, 
interestingly admits a conceptual model of a priori genre. 

2008: Nicolae Manolescu
The preface to Nicolae Manolescu’s 2008 Istoria critică 
a literaturii române [The Critical History of Romanian 
Literature] explicitly exposes the intersection of critical 
positions which frame its historiographical efforts. In an 
attempt to theoretically ground his nostalgic aestheticism, 
and to methodologically distance himself from the similarly 
premised approach of his predecessor, the Romanian critic 
invokes the Gadamerian concept of unitary tradition, Jauss’ 
reception theory, Steiner’s ‘cultural topologies,’ and Braudel’s 
tripartite division of historical time in an attempt to address 
Wellek’s notorious paradox. However, he ultimately contends 
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that “a history of literature can’t be, after all, anything 
beyond the lengthy and meticulous expression of a taste,”17 
which legitimizes him as a continuator of Călinescu’s project 
and, according to some, as an overzealous and conservative 
inheritor of his method and canon. As Alex Goldiș phrased it: 
“Although the preface put forward a theoretical approach that 
had passed through the filter of Gadamer and Jauss, the actual 
content of the History revealed an autarchic critic, concerned 
with apodictic judgements at the expense of a dialogue with 
history.”18 Beyond acknowledging the continuity line, the 
precise dynamic of this relationship is not of pressing concern 
here; rather, tracing Manolescu’s mutation towards an almost 
formalist, sociologically-informed understanding of literary 
categories (across his 1980-1984 essay Arca lui Noe [Noah’s Ark] 
and within his History) will be of interest in this section. 

Going back to the introduction of the latter, in which 
Manolescu superimposes Braudel’s tripartite scheme of 
historical time over literary history, it is relevant to note that, 
much like Franco Moretti does in Graphs, maps and trees, the 
Romanian critic associates the middle, “social” layer of history to 
the evolution of genres. The navigation of this intermediary level 
requires the construction of a model (imported, as the author 
notes, from the social sciences); initially described through 
Braudel’s nautical metaphor, it is characterized as follows: 

“A model has two main traits: it reduces the real phenomenon 
to a certain scale and establishes its functioning under 
somewhat pure, laboratory conditions. A model is a work 
hypothesis. It is never identified with the real phenomenon, 
only with the one of its properties which it selected as most 
characteristic. A model is neither purely subjective (I build 
it in relation to an object), nor objective (it doesn’t coincide 
with the object).”19

Manolescu goes on to explain that, within his account of literary 
history, such prototypes will be frequently encountered, given 
that he doesn’t navigate Romanian literature empirically, but 
rather by trusting his model to retain the essential features 
of each “novel, poem, comedy, or essay, as well as from the 
assemblage they compose during each determined period.”20 

The way he described this mechanism is revealing when 
brought into conversation with his early 1980s essay on the 
novel, Arca lui Noe [Noah’s Ark]; it resorts to the same critical 
instrument, going as far as to offer it centrality and full validity 
within any critical endeavor: 

“The most legitimate operation of criticism (as soon as it 
exceeds simple considerations of value) resides in reducing 
the phenomenal multiple to a model.”21 

This assertion is premised by the observation which precedes 
it, namely that the heterogeneous domain of the literary is 
prone to speciation and that criticism, although not yet able to 
discover “the law by which individuals gather into species”22, 
has to acknowledge the existence of such an evolutionary 
frame, the unraveling of which is among its primary tasks. As 

it unfolds here, this approach can be regarded as positivist, 
reminiscently formalist, for three reasons, the first being 
the implied project of a generic genealogy, signaled by the 
presence of the speciation metaphor.23 A second one resides 
in the ulterior suggestion that individual acts of writing are 
permutative instances of the combinatorial (formal) potential 
of what is termed ‘the novelistic domain’: 

“Writers don’t create in an absolute way. They have an 
ideal repertoire of combinations, out of which they choose, 
according to their circumstances, and which we could call 
the domain of the novelistic.”24 

And thirdly and most relevantly, his position is founded on a 
generic model which, instead of being empirically inferred, 
predates the critical process and frames it, functioning as 
an “intuitive hypothesis introduced in the assemblage of 
works, a theoria in the Greek sense.”25 Thus, the ‘theory’ of the 
novel elaborated within the essay is neither universalist, nor 
essentialist, but rather a pragmatically conducted analysis of a 
form in its socio-aesthetic variability. And whereas the tripartite 
division under which Manolescu places the Romanian novel 
(the Doric-Ionic-Corinthian triad) initially functions following 
an evolutionary logic (grounded by the homology between the 
delineated novelistic formulas and their corresponding social 
structures), its reevaluation within his History lessens its 
sociological orientation, and, consequently, the functionality 
of its initial, diachronic configuration. Beyond the weakening 
of this theoretical framework, Manolescu’s historiographical 
enterprise contains a canonical periodized panorama of 
genres (poetry, prose, novel, criticism, drama), enriched 
by contextual delineations of period-specific forms and, as 
Andrei Terian notes, by a rehabilitation of “subjective genres,” 
like the diary or the memoir (which are not exclusively treated 
as documents, as they were in Călinescu’s case, but instead 
regarded as literary texts). Despite not being a considerable 
extension of generic repertoire, this is significant insofar as it 
implies stretching the object of literary historiography beyond 
the canon-building genres of high literature. Its further 
expansion will be among the central shifts Mihai Iovănel 
conducts in his 2021 volume, the subject matter of which far 
exceeds the literaturocentric projects of his predecessors. 
To accommodate it, he proceeds from renewed premises of 
what literary categories are and how they should function, 
abandoning an understanding of genres as combinatorial, 
evolutionary suprastructures of literary production. Overall, 
more poignantly syntactic than semantic, Manolescu’s genre 
practice operates a circumspect methodological shift towards 
literary morphology, which Iovănel refrains from advancing. 

2021: Mihai Iovănel
Although participating in the genre of national literary 
histories, along with its 1941 and 2008 predecessors, Mihai 
Iovănel’s 2021 Istoria Literaturii Române Contemporane 
[The History of Contemporary Romanian Literature] has a 
symptomatically distinct theoretical physiognomy, on which 
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some descriptive notes are in order, preceding any attempt 
at a cartography of its associated generic landscape. In both 
the scope and the span of its historiographical model, the 
volume explicitly breaks away from (and deconstructs) the 
salient premises of the traditionalist, aesthetically oriented 
paradigm in line with which both Călinescu and Manolescu 
had established their methods and conceptual frameworks, 
and which (has) dominated the Romanian literary field 
for the better part of a century. Its limited repertoire of 
methodological instruments is vastly expanded, heavily 
importing from transnational studies, literary sociology and 
cultural studies, to name a few. According to Iovănel, the only 
viable manner to fully supplant the inveterate autonomy of 
the aesthetic and its associated fetishization of literature is 
through a commitment to materialist theories of art. Forgoing 
the predominantly aesthetic concerns of its precursors, he 
acknowledges that the commodification of literature alters 
the genre of literary history, stretching it beyond an account 
of the individual creativity of its dramatis personae, and 
towards the analysis of social history, cultural practices, and 
their ideological premises. Artistic production is reassessed 
by being inscribed within a material circuit, without losing 
its privileged viewpoint into the transformations of society 
within historical time. 

The extrication of literature from aesthetic autonomism 
is deeply consequential for the historiographical formula the 
author arrives upon, which is now methodologically able to 
accommodate a wide range of ‘extraliterary’ phenomena that 
used to be entirely overlooked (a furtive glance at the Table 
of Contents suggests as much). Moreover, given its theoretical 
and ideological orientation, grafted on Louis Althusser’s 
‘materialism of the encounter’, Iovănel’s History exhibits a 
form of literary historicism that evades totalizing aspirations, 
as suggested by the following description of the author’s initial 
concept: “for a long time, I was thinking of a strictly systemic 
history of contemporary literature, a sort of factory novel in 
which individual faces and voices appear as simple details 
in the general choreography configured by the movement 
and the holler of the gear.”26 Thus, in its germinative state, 
his project is not conceived as teleological in an evolutionary 
sense, but rather as a polyphonic narrative of a literary system 
which functions industrially. The monographical snippets it 
contains are inserted as a didactic concession, rather than 
out of theoretical necessity. Universalist, transhistorical 
categories lose their salience, being implicitly reformulated 
as heterogeneous and contingently determined, and genre is 
among them. Iovănel’s avoidance of essentialist genericity and, 
perhaps more significantly within the local critical climate, his 
partial dismissal of generational periodization, signal the way in 
which self-evident concepts have become provisional historical 
frameworks. If the histories of both Călinescu and Manolescu 
integrate generic categories within their very scaffolding, 
proactively employing them as organizational instruments, 
Iovănel’s refrains from explicit genre-infused chronologies. 

The most obvious generic division occurs within the book’s 
middle section, to which the author refers, in the Introduction, 

as “a detailed panorama of genres.” Its construction is tripartite 
and, whereas the third and fourth parts are respectively 
concerned with the subgenres (or, rather, the typological 
and historical models) of fiction and poetry, the second one, 
entitled “Evoluția sistemului literar și a criticii literare” [The 
Evolution of the Literary System and of Literary Criticism], is 
so heterogeneous in its content (stretching from a sociological 
treatment of the literary market to the issue of Romanian 
racism), that one necessarily wonders at its presence within 
a genre-centric panorama. Such an attribution insinuates 
internal incoherence only insofar as the concept of genre 
which resides at its center is assumed to be literary; though, 
as the second section of the volume seems to imply, it is not. 
Within a system which has displaced its foundational aesthetic 
principle, genre, as such, is no longer exclusively conditioned 
by its relationship to literary artifacts, but rather projected 
upon all classes of cultural phenomena. Consequently, the 
vertically oriented, implicitly hierarchical (literary) generic 
system of the previously analyzed authors is spatialized, 
becoming rhizomatous through its shift of commitment, 
from salient aesthetic values and personal taste to the deeper 
ideological, social, and historical rationales of a literary 
system treated in its plural dimensionality. In the economy 
of such an analysis, the sharp segregation of literary forms 
according to their generic constitution is less of a theoretical 
necessity, and more of a functional choice, as the eighth 
chapter of the volume goes to show through its (initially) non-
differentiated treatment of poetry and prose. When the author 
does, ultimately, segregate them, it is because “given their 
differences in terms of quantity, complexity etc., they move 
differently within the system. For example, poetry and lyrics 
can react to reality faster than a novel, through the fact that 
they can have a faster elaboration and can be published more 
promptly, but not in all contexts.”27 

Beyond the paradigmatic shift it charts and embodies, 
Iovănel’s volume also distinguishes itself from its 1941 and 2008 
counterparts through its commitment to historicizing the 
category of the contemporary. Conceptually, the contemporary 
becomes less an “index of immediacy” (Theodore Martin), and 
more of a mediating concept, “a means of negotiating between 
experience and retrospection, immersion and explanation, 
closeness and distance.”28 Then, it is perhaps symptomatic 
(and certainly worth further analysis) that the distribution 
of fiction and poetry into typological and historical models 
has realism as its central operator. The writers’ relationship 
to reality, in its socio-historical variability, is what shapes 
literary categories: postmodern metarealism, miserabilist 
and capitalist realism, mirrored by poetic postmodernism/
neo-expressionism, biographic minimalism and posthuman 
dispersion. The implication that these three models (which are 
descriptive and interrelated, without sustaining taxonomical 
tension) bear a degree of resemblance to each other hints at 
the previously implied categorial indistinctness, the fuzziness 
of the most notorious of generic binomials, poetry and prose.

Beyond its panoramic treatment of the aforementioned 
categories, the third part of the volume also encompasses 
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a chapter which is exclusively dedicated to ‘paraliterature’ 
(alternatively called commercial literature). Within an analysis 
of genre, this section is of particular interest, not only because 
it engages a broad range of formulaic subgenres, like fantasy, 
thriller, or science-fiction, but also due to the theoretical 
apparatus through which it frames them. Beyond signaling the 
increasingly robust status of popular genres within cultural 
production, Iovănel’s analysis showcases the way in which, 
within the current conjuncture of globalized capitalism, local 
appropriation of such reusable templates exhibits the tension 
between national particularity and the global economy. 
Conceived as cultural technology, (paraliterary) genres 
become meaningful objects of critical study precisely because 
they showcase the patterns of cultural import and transit 
contained within their historical and geographical itineraries, 
as well as the thematic, ideological or rhetorical ‘resistance 
points’ of the national space which integrates and hybridizes 
them. Such an approach frames the rendition of the progressive 
assimilation and institutionalization of paraliteratures by 
the Romanian literary system. Formulated at the beginning 
of the chapter, it reconstitutes the perpetual presence of 
commercial literature in the shadow of mainstream one. The 
conclusion Iovănel reaches at the end of the consistent section 
dedicated to Romanian science fiction is symptomatic for his 
methodological (and, implicitly, generic) paradigm: 

“Within this historical sketch, one can verify the law 
postulated by Franco Moretti concerning the fusion 
of Western form and local content within peripheral 
cultures.”29

Neither semantic, nor syntactic, Iovănel’s generic practice 
is fully dependent on the premises of his historiographical 
project, which, once freed from aesthetic autonomism, 
operates with generic categories functionally, addressing 
them as conventionalized cultural practices. In this sense, 
the generic landscape he constructs echoes Ralph Cohen’s 
assertion that genres take shape in a “system where different 
poetic patterns engage the same intractable social questions 
but respond to them in different ways”30 (the central position 
of realism within his generic categories seems to suggest as 
much). In the same way Manolescu commences his History by 
fondly recounting the nautical metaphor of the model, Iovănel 
also envisages the quest of the literary historian, who charts 
the domain of his analysis as if exploring the free world of an 
RPG game. Following the logic of this metaphor, genres can 
be counted among the maps and the routes that inherently 
guide this exploration; in Rosi Braidotti’s terms, they function 
as “navigational tools,” negotiating “our path across sets of 
material coordinates.”31

Instead of conclusions
As an invariable component of literarity, genre and its 
associated metadiscourses prove to open a productive ground 
for the comparative analysis of historiographical projects. As 
the three examples regarded here have illustrated, reluctance 
or dismissal of generic categories most often camouflages 
their reformulation; inasmuch as they perform descriptively, 
they also articulate literary history, even when hidden in the 
very scaffolding of the discipline. 
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