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Forewords

Foreword by José Manuel Durao Barroso, President of the European Commission
(September 2014)

I have the great pleasure to introduce the winners of the 2014 European Union Prize for Literature.
This year, they come from thirteen different countries from all parts of Europe: Albania, Bulgaria,
Czech Republic, Greece, Iceland, Latvia, Liechtenstein, Malta, Montenegro, the Netherlands, Serbia,
Turkey and the United Kingdom. Their work depicts a greatly colourful and diverse mosaic of Euro-

pean societies, culture, traditions and thought.

Since the European Commission launched this unique literary prize in 2009, | have followed its devel-
opment very closely. And | am now proud to see that, after only six editions, it has become a well-
established and respected tradition in European literature that serves to promote Europe’s cultural
and linguistic diversity, a principle very much at the heart of the European project.

Culture, and literature in particular, is an essential pillar of the foundations of the European project,
which is the successful product of dreamers and idealists, people who knew where they wanted to
go. Denis de Rougemont, a great thinker and a committed European, used to say that “Europe is a

culture, or else it is nothing.”

Culture is about fulfilling the individual dreams of each of us. It is for each of us the possibility to
realize our own potential. And it also plays a key role in fostering social cohesion, economic growth,
job creation and innovation. This is why the European Commission has strongly advocated a robust
Creative Europe Programme, the new European funding programme for the cultural and creative
sectors, as of 2014. Our aim is to help artists, cultural professionals and cultural organisations so that
they can work across borders and ensure that their works reach as many people as possible.

Supported through the Creative Europe Programme, the European Union Prize for Literature, which
in just six-year time has become a well-established and respected tradition in the world of European
literature, aims at supporting young emerging European talents while promoting Europe’s cultural
and linguistic diversity. So far this Prize has been awarded to 72 remarkable young authors from 37
different European countries. No other book prize can claim a comparable range and variety. And
we actively support efforts to translate the awarded works to all European languages, as much as we
generally promote translation of European literature.

This anthology presents extracts from this year’s prize winning books, and | invite you to let these

new and strong literary voices speak to you and let them draw you into their stories.

Virginia Woolf wrote that “books continue each other, in spite of our habit of judging them sepa-
rately.” Each of these books is unique, and yet part of the same story: the story that binds us together
as Europeans.

José Manuel BARROSO
President of the European Commission
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Foreword by Androulla Vassiliou, Commissioner for Education, Culture,
Multilingualism and Youth (September 2014)

Europe’s cultural and linguistic diversity is a tremendous asset. At the same time, our diversity is
a challenge for creators and culture professionals who want to access European audiences. For
authors and publishers the challenge of reaching a broad readership beyond national borders is
even greater. This is why the European Commission has been, for more than 10 years now, actively
supporting translation projects and has, since 2009, launched a literary prize: the European Union

Prize for Literature.

Iam happy to see that the Prize has acquired recognition throughout the European book sector. The
contribution of the consortium co-organising the Prize — involving key representatives from the book
sector such as the European Booksellers Federation, the European Writers’ Council and the Federa-
tion of European Publishers — has greatly contributed to this success.

The European Union Prize for Literature, now in its 6th year, is establishing itself as Europe’s flagship
initiative. Thanks to it, thousands of readers have had the chance to discover a number of Euro-
pean talented writers. Its main aims are to highlight the creativity and diverse wealth of Europe’s
contemporary literature, help cross-border sales of books and foster greater interest in publishing,
selling and reading of foreign literary works. And, while it is certainly not the only literary prize to be
associated to the word ‘European’, it is unique in its genre, as it is the only the promoting new and
emerging authors, regardless of their age, country of origin or language. Each year, national juries in
athird of the participating countries nominate their winning author, covering a mix of big and small
countries, different language groups and literary traditions.

The Prize, however important it may be, does not address all the needs. Translation is key to access-
ing our shared literary treasure and cultural heritage. Over the period 2007-2013, under the previ-
ous Culture Programme, the European Commission has helped translate more than 3,200 literary
works involving more than 30 languages, with an average €2.5 million annually. We will continue
this support through the Creative Europe programme, which is expected to fund the translation of
4,500 books by European authors till 2020.

The Creative Europe programme’s 9% budget increase on previous funding levels, as opposed to
the first-ever decrease of EU overall budget, is a sign of the political attention the European Com-
mission is putting to the cultural and creative sectors for their contribution to our economies and
societies. The European book publishing industry is a global leader. In addition to adequate financial
support, we must continue creating incentives for investment and sustain an enabling environment
that encourages innovation and rewards creativity. We must accompany the book and publishing
sector into the digital era, not only to preserve our diversity, but also to ensure Europe’s creative edge.
I am proud to introduce the winners of the 2014 edition of the European Prize for Literature and
welcome you to this anthology as a small token of the immense wealth of European literature.

Androulla VASSILIOU
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Albania

Ben Blushi
Otello, Arapi i Vlores (2009)

Othello, Arap of Vlora

Publishing House Mapo editions

© Armand Sallabanda

Biography

Ben Blushi, born in 1969, studied at the University of Tirana, graduating in Albanian Language
and Literature. He was editor-in-chief of the newspaper Koha Joné, and in 1999 embarked upon
a political career in the cabinet of the Prime Minister of Albania. For several months he served as
Deputy Minister of Foreign Affairs, in late 2000 he became the Prefect of Korca, and in 2011 he
was appointed Minister of Education. Blushi is currently a Member of Parliament, representing
the Socialist Party.

In April 2008, Blushi’s first novel Té jetosh né ishull (Living on an Island) was published, which
turned into a phenomenal success. Indeed, within a couple of months, the book had sold over
30,000 copies, a record for the Albanian market. His acclaimed second novel Otello, ArapiiVlorés
(Othello, Arap of Vlora) appeared one year later, followed in 2011 by his third novel Shgipéria
(Albania). With the novel Otello, Arapi i Vlorés, Blushi was awarded the Author of the Year prize
at the Tirana Book Fair in 2009. In April 2014, Blushi had a book of essays published, Héna e
Shqipérisé (The Moon of Albania).

Synopsis

The book is set in the years 1300-1400, in two well-known urban centres of the Middle Ages,
Venice and Vlora. One of the most intriguing elements of the book are the characterisations,
which have been adapted from one of Shakespeare’s most famous tragedies (Othello, the Moor
of Venice), but set more than 100 years before Shakespeare’s birth. Othello, Desdemona, Emilia,
lago, Cassio, etc., are well-known figures in literature, but in this novel they act not only in
Venice, but mostly in Vlora, interacting with many interesting characters, such as the famous
doctor, Stefan Gjika, the brave lad from Vlora, Andrea, and the Turkish invader, Hamiti.

It is impossible to have Othello, Desdemona and lago without jealousy, betrayal, intrigue, wick-
edness, suffering and murder, in a society immersed in unscrupulous habits and interests. But,
above all, Otello, Arapi i Vlorés is a novel about love: the way it can determine fate and change
the course of events, often for entire societies and eras.
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Otello, Arapi i Vlorés
Ben Blushi

Megjithése Otello nuk e njihte dashuring, zemra e tij kishte
masén e duhur pér ta mbajtur dhe durimin e mjaftueshém pér
ta pritur. Kur jetonte né shkretétiré, ishte i vogél, kur erdhi né
Venedik, ishte i vetmuar, ndérsa né Vloré ishte i frikésuar.
Né kéto tri udhétime té jetés sé vet ai nuk kishte menduar
pér dashuriné, sepse kur je i vogél, kur je i vetmuar dhe i
frikésuar mendja té shkon te gjéra mé té thjeshta, si gézimi,
miqésia dhe getésia. Por dashuria rritet bashké me zemrén
e njeriut. Si thoshte Stefan Gjika qé ia kishte paré zemrén,
ajo ishte mé e kuqe se e njerézve té tjeré. Megjithése nuk do
donte ta zévendésonte me zemrén e tij, natyrisht pér té mos
i shtuar mé shumé vuajtje vetes, Stefan Gjika mendonte se
Otello ishte i gatshém pér té dashur. Prandaj njé dité e pyeti:
e di ti ¢’éshté dashuria? Pér habiné e tij Otello reagoi si njé
burré dhe jo si njé fémijé dhe tha po. Cfaré éshté, e pyeti.
Otello pa nga dritarja dhe duke lévizur qerpikét pér té kujtuar
fjalé pér fjalé njé gjé qé me sa duket e dinte, tha: Dashuria
éshté lidhja mes njé burri dhe njé gruaje. Kaq pak, vazhdoi
doktori. edhe njé motér dhe njé vélla jané té lidhur me njéri-
tjetrin. Dashuria e motrés dhe e véllait kalon nga prindérit,
u pérgjigj Otello. Ajo e burrit dhe e gruas kalon nga fémijét.
Stefan Gjikés iu duk sikur fliste me njé kaktus shkretétire qé
nuk i ka njohur kurré gjethet, por vetém rrénjét. Otello kishte
njé lule né zemér dhe njé kaktus né mendje, por kété nuk e
dinte. Natyrisht né shkretétiré atij i kishin mésuar se dashuria
éshté njé djep fémijésh dhe né rast se burri dhe gruaja nuk
béjné fémijé nuk ka pse té dashurohen. Eshté i papérgatitur
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Ben Blushi

pér botén ku ka ardhur, mendoi dhe syté e vegjél iu hapén
sikur kishte gjetur njé oaz né mes té rérés. Njé burré dhe njé
grua mund té dashurohen edhe nése nuk béjné fémijé, i tha
Otellos. Po té ishte késhtu, Marko Polo me gjyshen e Albano
Contarinit nuk do ishin dashuruar, tha Otello. Stefan Gjika
filloi té qeshte. Kaktusi i Otellos kishte nisur té pinte ujé nga
duart e tij. Stefan Gjika e njihte ¢do cep, ¢do vené dhe ¢do ind
té trupit té Otellos, por kjo nuk i mjaftonte. Ai ishte njé kurioz
i pandreqshém qé besonte se trupi i njeriut lidhet me kokén
ashtu si lidhet toka me qiellin. Nése qgielli nuk derdh ujé, toka
digjet dhe nése toka nuk léshon avuj, gielli nuk derdh ujé.
Po té mos ishte kurioz nuk do ishte béré mjek, por lulishtar
apo tregtar dhe do t’ia kushtonte vullnetin e vet sendeve dhe
jo njerézve. Ai kishte zgjedhur njerézit duke futur ¢do dité
syrin e kuriozitetit té vet né mendjet dhe trupat e tyre. Ishte
marré tre muaj me barkun e Otellos, por mendja e tij ishte po
aq e errét dhe duhej ndriguar, duke u hapur. Marko Polo dhe
Muzaka u dashuruan pér arsye té tjera, i tha Otellos. Ata nuk
e dinin qé do té bénin njé fémijé dhe ndoshta kjo ishte njé gjé
e papritur qé i ndodh té gjithéve. Marko Polo e joshi gjyshen
e Albano Contarinit duke i folur pér gjéra té bukura dhe
fantastike qé ajo nuk i dinte. Po t’i kishte théné se donte njé
fémijé, jam i bindur qé ajo do ta kishte zbuar. Fémijé mund
té bésh me ¢do burré, por dashuri nuk mund té bésh me ¢do
grua. Dashuria lind né mendje dhe pastaj i kalon trupit si njé
ethe e émbél. Fémija nuk éshté njé arsye pér té dashuruar, por
éshté njé arsye pér té krijuar familje. Por dashuria dhe familja
nuk jané e njéjta gjé. Gjyshja e Albano Contarinit kishte njé
familje, por nuk kishte dashuri. Arsyet e familjes jané tre: Zoti,
fémija dhe ushqimi. Por edhe arsyet e dashurisé jané tre: fjala,
bukuria dhe vetmia. Njerézit dashurohen duke folur. Marko
Polo fliste mé bukur se ¢do burré tjetér dhe prandaj graté e
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Otello, Arapi i Vlorés

donin. Ai fliste me shumé gra, por u dashurua me gjyshen e
Albano Contarinit sepse ajo iu duk e bukur pér shijet e tij.
Ndérsa ajo, me sa duket ishte e vetmuar dhe donte njé lidhje
qé ia bénte jetén mé té gézuar dhe mé té lehté. Kjo lidhje e
conte né vende té pashkelura ku burri i saj nuk mund ta ¢onte.
Duke kaluar nga fjala, bukuria dhe vetmia, ata u dashuruan.

Otello dégjonte duke mbajtur dorén mbi zemér sikur donte
t'i pércillte aty fjalét e doktorit. Mendimet e Stefan Gjikés
ishin té ngatérruara dhe hapeshin si degét e njé peme, por ai
e ndiente se mund té shkonte né majé té¢ pemés duke u kapur
pas ¢do dege. Po pse Zoti nuk i thoté njerézve té dashurohen,
por vetém té béjné familje, e pyeti. Sepse Zoti éshté xheloz
dhe mendon vetém pér vete, tha Stefan Gjika. Ai beson se
njerézit duhet té€ duan vetém até dhe asgjé tjetér. Zoti u kérkon
njerézve té béjné familje dhe té lindin fémijé, pavarésisht
nése duhen apo jo. Né fillim ai krijoi njé burré dhe njé grua
qé quheshin Adami dhe Eva. U tha atyre té jetonin bashké
dhe ta adhuronin, e né kémbim ai do t'u siguronte gjithc¢ka:
ushqim, qetési, diell, page dhe pérjetési. Sipas tij, kjo ishte
parajsa: dy njeréz qé rriné bashké, qé nuk u mungon asgjé
dhe qé nuk vdesin. Por kjo parajsé iu duk e varfér Evés dhe
Adamit. Asaj i mungonte dicka qé nuk gjendej né natyré,
nuk rrotullohej né giell, nuk fshihej nén toké, nuk ecte mbi
bar, nuk fluturonte né eré, nuk hahej dhe nuk pihej. Kérkuan
kudo, por nuk e pané asgjékundi deri ditén qé e gjetén brenda
trupave té tyre. Kur ata u dashuruan, Zoti u térbua sepse kété
gjé ua kishte ndaluar. I ndéshkoi dhe u hoqi ushqimin. Kur
Eva dhe Adami u bashkuan, lindén dy djem. Lindja e tyre
nuk ishte vullnet i Zotit, por fryt i dashurisé. Atéheré ai u
hakmor dhe detyroi njérin nga djemté qé té vriste véllané.
Deri até dité vdekja ishte dicka e panjohur. Pér t'u hakmarré
ndaj dashurisé, Zoti solli vdekjen mbi toké sepse duke mos e

12 The European Union Prize for Literature 2014



Ben Blushi

kontrolluar, u ngushéllua duke i véné kufij. Pasi déshtoi me
Evén dhe Adamin, ai vendosi ta pranojé lidhjen mes njé burri
dhe gruaje vetém né martesé, ndérsa martesés i vuri dy kushte,
asnjéra prej té cilave nuk éshté dashuria. Zoti éshté dinak dhe
meqé nuk mund ta frenojé dashuriné e fut né familje dhe aty
e vdes. Sipas Zotit, njerézit duhet té martohen dhe té krijojné
familje vetém pér té béré fémijé dhe pér t'u ushqyer. Edhe
sot, si né kohét e vjetra, burri gjen ushgimin dhe gruaja e
gatuan. Né Vloré burrat dalin pér té bleré, pér té shitur dhe
pér té punuar, pér té luftuar dhe pér té fituar, ndérsa graté i
presin né shtépi duke gatuar bukén dhe duke ushqyer fémijét.
Gjithandej éshté késhtu. Kjo éshté familja, por jo dashuria.
Dashuria nuk éshté nevojé pér t'u ushqyer dhe as pér té béré
fémijé, ndérsa familja po. Otello merrte frymé si njé gezmé.
Digka poilévizte népér trup si ujé, por burimi i tij nuk ishte né
bark, por né koké. Doktori ia kishte shétitur mendimet népér
njé shteg té mendjes, té cilin, me sa duket, ai e kishte, por nuk
e kishte zbuluar. Jeta e tij ishte e varfér me mendime dhe e
pasur me vuajtje dhe ndoshta nuk do t’i jepte kurré kénaqésiné
té krijonte njé familje, té kishte njé grua dhe njé fémijé, pér
té cilét do siguronte ushqim, si thoshte Zoti. Por ajo qé po
thoshte doktori ishte njé rruge tjetér. Duke géndruar mes Zotit
dhe doktorit, Otello mendoi se dashuria ishte njé ngushéllim,
pér té gjithé ata fatkeqé si ai q¢€ nuk kishin mundési, kohé dhe
puné pér té gjetur njé familje, por mund té gjenin njé grua,
pa u martuar. Po nése nuk di té flasésh bukur si Marko Polo,
si e gjen dashuring, e pyeti doktorin duke u skuqur. Duke e
pritur, u pérgjigj Stefan Gjika. Fjala, bukuria dhe vetmia do
t’i fryjné velat e dashurisé dhe njé dité do ta sjellin né bregun
ténd. njeréz si Marko Polo, bota ka pasur shumé pak. Ata
numérohen me gishta. Por njeréz qé dashurojné lindin dhe
vdesin ¢do dité. Madje, raca e atyre qé dashurojné éshté raca
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Otello, Arapi i Vlorés

qé shtohet mé shpejt mbi toké sepse dashuria éshté sémundje
ngjitése. Edhe té dobétit, té€ shémtuarit, té varfrit, té sémurét,
té uriturit, té verbrit, sakatét, calamanét, jetimét, pleqté dhe
maskarenjté mund té dashurojné. Dashuria nuk éshté proné e
té pasurve, e té fortéve, e té miréve dhe té bukurve. Bile uné
mendoj se kéta e kané mé véshtiré té dashurojné sepse jeta i
llaston, i ngop dhe i bén pértacé. Dashuria e urren pértaciné
dhe prandaj e pér¢gmon. Uné thashé qé dashuria vjen duke
pritur, por jo duke mos béré asgjé.Nuk éshté e théné qé té
flasésh aq bukur si Marko Polo, sepse kjo éshté e pamundur
pér shumicén e njerézve, té cilét kané njé jeté té varfér qé nuk
ia vlen té tregohet. Por mjafton té thuash fjalén e duhur né
veshin e duhur dhe aty mund té mbijé dashuria. Mjafton té
bindésh veten se njé grua e shémtuar éshté e bukur dhe mund
ta dashurosh. Mjafton té ndihesh i vetmuar dhe té pérpigesh
té mbrohesh duke u strehuar né njé trup tjetér. Vetmia e zbut
shpirtin e njeriut, ia mpreh mendimet dhe ia rrit nevojén pér
dashuri. Por megjithése kushdo ka mundési té gjejé dashuring,
ka shumé té tjeré qé vdesin pa e takuar kurré até. Ka plot
fatkeqé qé diné té flasin, jané té bukur dhe té vetmuar dhe
megjithaté nuk kané dashuri. Shpresoj qé ti t&€ mos jesh njéri
prej tyre, tha doktori duke paré Otellon né sy.

Otello u drodh. Doktori i ishte dukur gjithmoné si njé profet
dhe ai i druhej fjaléve té tij. Si kishin ardhur punét, ai mund
té mbetej gjithé jetén né Vloré, pa familje. Aty nuk kishte gra
té zeza q¢ mund té martoheshin dhe té bénin fémijé me té,
ndérsa graté e bardha nuk do t’ia hidhnin kurré syté sepse ato
i urrenin njerézit me lékuré té zezé. Né fillim kishte besuar se
doktori e kishte nxjerré nga ky ankth, por né fund ai e kishte
kthyer prapé aty pa i dhéné asnjé shpresé né té cilén mund té
kapej, si i mbyturi pas njé fjale. Mendova se po mé méson té
dashuroj, mendoi, por ky nuk merret me punét e shpirtit dhe
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Ben Blushi

prandaj éshté i paméshirshém. Pér shumé muaj kishte pranuar
ta linte trupin e tij né doré té doktorit, por shpirtin nuk mund
t’ia jepte. Ai i duhej akoma. I duhej pér vete. Dhe si né ¢do
rast kur truri i tij nuk gjente asnjé pérgjigje pér fatkeqésité
qé i ndodhnin, Otello u kujtua pér nénén e vet. Ajo i kishte
dhéné shaminé e dashurisé. Shkenca e doktorit mund ta
tradhtonte, por mprehtésia e nénés nuk mund ta linte vetém.
Kémbéngulja e doktorit mund ta linte edhe pa familje, por
pérvoja e nénés nuk mund ta linte pa dashuri. AqQ mé tepér
qé me sa dukej, doktori nuk e kishte njohur veté dashuriné.
Ai dinte digka nga librat, por néna kishte dashuruar babané
dhe né kété fushé ajo ishte pa dyshim mé e ditur se doktori.
Dashuriné ajo nuk e kishte mésuar népér libra, por né trupin
e babait. Duke i menduar kéto, buzét e Otellos u ngrohén
dhe lékura iu mbush me lule. Ishte koha pér t’i théné Stefan
Gjikés se ai e kishte armén e dashurisé dhe né kété lufté nuk
kishte nevojé pér aleaté té pastérvitur. Mua ma ka dhéné néna
shaminé e dashurisé, i tha doktorit qé geshi ftohté, por nuk
u habit. C’éshté kjo shami, e pyeti. Otellos iu zbutén syté. E
ka géndisur njé magjistare, tha. Ajo ia dha djalit té vet qé
dashuronte njé vajzé té bukur. Shamia éshté e shenjté sepse
éshté ngjyer me zemra vajzash dhe ¢do njeri bie né dashuri
me njeriun qé ia jep. Stefan Gjika buzéqeshi duke menduar
pér Komitén. Ajo do ta besonte fuqiné e shamisé dhe ndoshta
do jepte gjysmén e fshatrave té Vlorés qé ta merrte qofté edhe
njé naté, pér t’ia futur Balshés né xhep. Por ai ishte doktor dhe
pér kété arsye i urrente besétytnité. Ai besonte se besétytnité
jané tregues i popujve té varfér dhe primitivé, té cilét pérpigen
t’i zgjidhin hallet e tyre duke djegur floké, duke paré fundin
e filxhanit, duke lexuar thonjté e djemve té vegjél, duke lyer
pasqyrat me katran apo duke numeéruar vrimat e djathit té
prishur. Vlora ishte e mbushur me shtriga. njé heré ai i kishte
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Otello, Arapi i Vlorés

kérkuar Komités qé té burgosnin tri plaka qé shkonin népér
shtépi dhe lexonin té ardhmen duke derdhur gjak maceje né
njé kazan me rroba té palara, ku fusnin vajza té vogla dhe
u prisnin flokét. Por Otello kishte ardhur nga shkretétira
dhe jeta nuk i kishte dhéné ende arsye té dyshonte te Zoti,
te magjité dhe te shtrigat. Té tre kéta pérbindésha kishin
lindur né shtratin e varférisé, aty ku ¢do naté njeriu dhe fati
pérpéliten duke nxjerré nga koka shami, vaj, gozhdé, qime,
gjak, thonj, djersé, temjan dhe qirinj pér t’i ushqyer. Pér sa
kohé qé bota do ishte e varfér, Zoti, shtrigat dhe magjité do
kishin ushqim té bollshém.
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Othello le négre de Vlora
Ben Blushi

Traduit de I'albanais par Saverina Pasho

Othello ne connaissait pas 'amour, cependant son cceur était
assez grand pour le porter et assez patient pour l'attendre.
Lorsqu’il habitait le désert, il était petit, arrivé a la Sérénis-
sime il était esseulé, alors qu’a Vlora il était apeuré. Lors de
ces trois voyages de sa vie, il ne pensa jamais a I'amour, car
quand on est petit, esseulé et effarouché, on songe volontiers a
des choses simples comme la joie, 'amitié et la sérénité. Mais,
a mesure que le cceur de 'homme grandit, I'amour grandit
aussi. Stéphane Gjika, ayant vu le cceur d’Othello, dit qu’il
était plus rouge que celui des autres. Stephan Gjika n’aurait
pas échangé son cceur pour le sien, pour ne pas éprouver
davantage de souffrances, naturellement; mais il pensait
qu'Othello était prét pour 'amour. C’est ainsi qu’un jour il
lui demanda: Sais-tu ce quest 'amour? A son grand éton-
nement, Othello réagit comme un homme et non comme un
enfant, et répondit oui.

Qu'est-ce que l'amour, alors? demanda-t-il de nouveau.
Othello regarda par la fenétre en clignant des yeux comme
pour se rappeler mot a mot quelque chose qu’il devait bien
connaitre, et dit: Lamour est la relation entre un homme et
une femme. Et c’est tout ? continua le médecin. Il y a relation
aussi entre un frére et une sceur, n'est-ce pas? Lamour entre
fréere et sceur passe par les parents, répondit Othello. amour
entre 'homme et la femme passe par les enfants. Stéphane
Gjika eut alors I'impression de parler a un cactus du désert qui
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n‘aurait vu que ses racines, jamais les feuilles. Othello avait une
fleur dans son coeur et un cactus dans sa téte, mais il I'igno-
rait. Dans le désert, on lui avait enseigné que 'amour est, évi-
demment, un berceau rempli de bébés, et que si un mari et
une femme n’avaient pas d’enfants, pourquoi s’aimeraient-ils.
Il n’est pas encore prét pour ce monde, se dit le médecin et ses
petits yeux se dilatérent comme s’ils avaient trouvé une oasis
au beau milieu des sables. Un homme et une femme peuvent
s’aimer méme s’ils n’ont pas d’enfants, dit-il @ Othello. Si cela
est vrai, Marco Polo et la grand-meére d’Albano Contarini ne
se seraient jamais aimés, répondit Othello naivement. Sté-
phane Gjika se mit a rire. Le cactus d’Othello avait commencé
a boire I’eau du creux de sa main. Il connaissait chaque partie,
chaque veine, chaque fibre du corps d’Othello, mais cela ne lui
suffisait pas: Il était un sacré curieux qui croyait que le corps
humain est relié a la téte tout comme la terre au ciel; que, si
le ciel ne versait pas d’eau, la terre brilerait et que si la terre
n’exhalait pas les vapeurs, le ciel ne verserait pas d’eau. S’il
n’avait pas été aussi curieux, il ne serait pas devenu médecin,
mais jardinier ou peut-étre marchand et alors il aurait dédié
sa conscience et ses efforts aux choses, non aux hommes. Il
avait choisi les hommes et, dés lors, ses yeux fouillaient leur
corps et leur esprit. Il avait passé trois mois a s‘occuper du
ventre d’Othello, mais son esprit était aussi sombre que son
ventre et il fallait I’éclairer en 'ouvrant. Marco Polo et Muzaka
aimerent pour d’autres raisons, dit-il @ Othello. Ils ignoraient
qu’ils auraient des enfants et il se peut bien que ce soit une
chose qui arrive a 'improviste et surprend tout le monde.
Marco Polo séduisit la grand-mere d’Albano Contarini en lui
racontant des choses belles et merveilleuses dont elle n’avait
jamais entendu parler. Si jamais il lui avait dit vouloir un fils
d’elle, je vous jure quelle I’aurait éconduit. On peut avoir des
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enfants avec n’importe quel homme, mais on ne peut pas faire
I’amour avec n’importe quelle femme. Lamour nait d’abord
dans l’esprit, puis envahit le corps comme une fiévre légere et
douce. Avoir des fils n’est pas une raison pour saimer, mais
c’est une raison pour fonder une famille. Camour et la famille
ne sont pas les mémes choses. La grand-meére d’Albano
Contarini avait déja une famille; ce qu’elle navait pas, c’était
I’amour. Dieu, les fils et la nourriture, voila les trois raisons de
I'existence d’une famille. Mais les raisons d’aimer également
sont au nombre de trois: la parole, la beauté, et la solitude. Les
humains tombent amoureux en se parlant. Marco Polo savait
parler. Il parlait mieux que tout autre homme et les femmes le
chérissaient. Il parlait avec beaucoup de femmes, quand bien
méme il tombait amoureux seulement de la grand-mere d’Al-
bano Contarini, parce qu’il la trouvait belle et a son goit. Or,
elle était, paraissait-il, trop seule et aurait aimé une relation
d’amour qui rendrait sa vie plus gaie et plus facile. Cet amour
I’emporterait dans des pays jamais vus oll son mari n’aurait
pas pu la mener. Passant par la parole, la beauté et la solitude,
ils connurent I'amour.

Othello écoutait, la main sur son cceur, comme s’il voulait
y porter les paroles du docteur. Les idées de Stéphane Gjika
étaient confuses et se ramifiaient comme un arbre; toutefois
il savait que sautant de branche en branche, il parviendrait au
faite. Alors pourquoi Dieu ne dit pas aux hommes de s’aimer
au lieu de fonder une famille? Demanda-t-il. Car Dieu est
jaloux et ne pense qu’a lui-méme, dit Stéphane Gjika. Il pense
que les hommes ne doivent aimer que lui, et rien d’autre. Dieu
exige que leshommes fondent une famille et mettent au monde
des enfants, méme s’ils ne saiment. Au commencement Dieu
créa un homme et une femme qui s’appelaient Adam et Eve. Il
leur dit de vivre ensemble et de I’adorer; et en échange, Il leur
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donnerait de la nourriture, du calme, du soleil et 1’éternité.
D’apreés Lui, le Paradis serait un homme et une femme qui
restent ensemble, qui ne manquent de rien, et qui ne meurent
pas. Or, Eve et Adam trouverent ce paradis bien pauvre; il lui
manquait quelque chose qui ne se trouvait pas dans la nature,
qui ne tournait pas dans le ciel, qui ne se cachait pas sous
la terre, ne marchait pas sur ’herbe, ne volait pas dans l’air,
quelque chose qui ne se mangeait pas ni ne se buvait. Ils cher-
chérent partout avant de le trouver dans leurs propres corps.
Lorsqu’ils découvrirent I'amour, Dieu fut enragé, car il leur
avait interdit de saimer. Pour les punir, il leur supprima la
nourriture. Quand Eve et Adam s’unirent, Eve enfanta deux
fils. La naissance de ces deux fils ne résulta pas de la volonté
de Dieu; ce fut le fruit de I'amour. Alors, Dieu se vengea et
poussa I'un des garcons a tuer son frere. Jusqualors, la mort
était quelque chose d’inconnu. C’est pour se venger de 'amour
que Dieu apporta la mort sur terre: ne pouvant pas le contrd-
ler, il se consola en lui mettant un terme. Ses desseins quant a
Eve et Adam ayant échoués, il décida d’accepter I'union d’un
homme et d’une femme par le mariage et imposa deux condi-
tions au mariage aucune des deux n’étant 'amour. Dieu est
bien rusé, ne pouvant empécher I'amour, il I'introduit dans
la famille et la il le tue. Selon Dieu, les hommes doivent se
marier seulement pour mettre au monde des enfants et pour
se nourrir. Aujourd’hui, comme dans la nuit des temps,
I’homme cherche la nourriture et la femme fait la cuisine. A
Vlora, les hommes sortent de chez eux pour acheter, vendre,
travailler, pour faire la guerre et pour vaincre, tandis que
les femmes les attendent a la maison en faisant la cuisine et
en donnant & manger aux petits. Il en a toujours été ainsi,
partout. Cela, c’est bien la famille, mais pas 'amour. Lamour
ne nait pas des besoins de nourriture ni de la procréation, la
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famille si. Othello avait une respiration bruyante comme le
gargouillement d’un siphon. Il y avait quelque chose dans son
corps qui remuait comme un flot d’eau dont la source n’était
pas dans son ventre mais dans sa téte. Le docteur avait engagé
ses pensées dans un sentier qui probablement avait toujours
été la, dans son esprit, mais dont il ignorait ’existence. Sa vie
étant pauvre en idées et riche en douleurs, elle ne lui réser-
verait peut-étre jamais le plaisir d’avoir une famille, une
femme et un enfant qu’il prendrait soin de nourrir, comme
Dieu le dit. Mais le docteur lui indiquait un autre chemin.
Se trouvant entre Dieu et le médecin, Othello envisagea
I’amour comme une consolation pour tous les malheureux,
ses semblables qui n’ayant ni le temps ni travail, ne pouvaient
fonder une famille, mais fréquenter une femme sans 1’épou-
ser. Et si I'on n’est pas un grand orateur comme Marco Polo
comment trouve-t-on 'amour? Demanda-t-il tout en rou-
gissant. En lattendant, répondit Stéphane Gjika. La parole,
la beauté et la solitude gonflent les voiles de I'amour et un
beau jour ils vont le pousser vers ton port. Le monde a connu
trés peu d’hommes comme Marco Polo. On peut les compter
sur les doigts. Mais des gens amoureux naissent et meurent
par milliers chaque jour. La race des amoureux prolifere sur
terre, parce que I'amour est une maladie contagieuse. Méme
les faibles, les laids, les pauvres, les malades, les affamés, les
aveugles, les estropiés, les boiteux, les orphelins, les vieillards
et les canailles peuvent aimer. Lamour n’est pas le bien des
riches, des puissants, des hommes gentils et beaux. D’ail-
leurs, ces derniers, a mon avis, ont plus de mal a aimer car,
a force de les combler, la vie les a rendus indolents. Lamour
méprise I'indolence et méme l’abhorre. J’ai dit que 'amour
vient un jour si l'on sait attendre, mais pas sans rien faire.
Tous ne peuvent prétendre étre de grands orateurs comme
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Marco Polo, cela est impossible pour la plupart des gens qui,
menant une vie médiocre, n'ont rien a raconter. Mais parfois,
il sutfit de prononcer le mot juste a l'oreille juste pour semer
I'amour. I suffit de se persuader quune femme laide est belle
et on finit par 'aimer. Il suffit de se sentir seul pour cher-
cher refuge dans un autre corps. La solitude attendrit I’ame
de I’homme, aiguise sa pensée et accroit son besoin d’amour.
Méme si tout homme peut trouver I'amour, il y a en a plusieurs
qui meurent sans le connaitre. Il y a beaucoup de malheureux
qui savent parler, qui sont beaux, seuls, et ne connaissent pas
I'amour. J’espére bien que tu ne compteras pas parmi eux, dit
le docteur fixant des yeux Othello.

Othello frémit de tout son corps. Le docteur lui avait toujours
paru comme un prophete et il craignit ses mots. Du train ou
allaient les choses, il se pouvait qu’il reste toute sa vie a Vlora,
sans famille. Dans cette ville, il n’y avait pas de femmes noires
qui pourraient I’épouser et avoir des enfants avec lui; quant
aux femmes blanches, elles ne daigneraient méme pas lui jeter
un coup d’ceil, tant elles détestaient les noirs. Au début, il
avait cru que le docteur le sauverait de cette angoisse, mais il
se rendait compte qu’il était toujours au point de départ, tel
un noyé sans aucun espoir ou se cramponner. J’ai cru qu’il
m’enseignerait a aimer, se dit-il, quelle méprise grossiere! Il
ne s’est jamais occupé de I’ame, voila pourquoi il est si cruel.
I11ui avait abandonné son corps durant des mois entiers, mais
il ne lui livrerait pas son ame. Son ame lui appartenait. Il en
avait encore besoin. Et comme il ne lui venait a 'esprit aucune
explication a ses malheurs, a son habitude, il pensa a sa mére.
Elle lui aurait donné le mouchoir de I'amour. Si la science du
docteur pouvait le trahir, la sagacité de sa mere ne 'abandon-
nerait jamais. La persévérance du docteur pouvait le priver de
famille, alors que 'expérience de sa meére ne le priverait pas
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d’amour. D’autant plus que le docteur, apparemment, n’avait
jamais connu l'amour. Il savait quelque chose sur I'amour
grace a ses lectures, tandis que sa meére en savait long pour
avoir aimé son pere. Lamour, elle ne I’avait pas appris dans les
livres, elle I’avait découvert dansle corps de son pere. Songeant
a tout cela, Othello senti ses lévres se réchauffer et sa peau se
couvrir de fleurs. Le temps était venu de dire a Stéphane Gjika
qu’il disposait de I'arme de 'amour et que dans ce combat, il
n’avait pas besoin d’alliés inexpérimentés. Ma mére m’a donné
le mouchoir de 'amour dit-il au docteur qui fit un rictus,
mais ne fut pas surpris. Et c’est quoi, ce mouchoir ? interrogea
le docteur. Les yeux d’Othello se radoucirent. C’est un mou-
choir brodé par un une sorciére, répondit-il. Elle I'a donné a
son fils afin qu’il tombat amoureux d’une belle fille. Ce mou-
choir est sacré, car il est teinté du coeur des jeunes filles. Tout
jeune homme tombe amoureux de la fille a laquelle il en fait
cadeau. Stéphane Gjika songea a Komita et sourit. Elle aurait
cru au pouvoir surnaturel du mouchoir et donné, peut-étre, la
moitié de sa fortune, pour I’avoir ne fiit-ce que pour une seule
nuit. Elle aurait glissé le mouchoir dans la poche de Balsha.
Mais Stéphane Gjika, lui, était médecin et il ne supportait pas
les superstitions. Il jugeait que les pratiques superstitieuses
étaient le signe des peuplades pauvres et primitives qui s’éver-
tuent a résoudre leurs problémes en brtlant des cheveux, en
interrogeant le marc de café, en lisant les taches sur les ongles
des petits garcons, en enduisant les miroirs de suie ou en
comptant les trous dans du fromage rance. Vlora était pleine
de sorciéres. Une fois, il avait demandé a Komita d’arréter
trois vieilles femmes qui passaient de maison en maison et
prédisaient I'avenir en déversant du sang de chat dans un
chaudron plein de linge sale ou l'on introduisait des petites
filles a qui on coupait les cheveux. Othello venait du désert
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et la vie ne lui avait encore fourni aucune raison de ne pas
croire en Dieu, en les sorcieres et aux sortileges. Ces monstres
sont nés sur le lit de la pauvreté, la ou chaque nuit ’homme
et son destin se retournent et inventent des mouchoirs, des
huiles, des clous, des poils, du sang, des ongles, de la sueur, de
I’encens et des bougies pour les entretenir. Tant que le monde
sera pauvre, Dieu, les sorcieres et les maléfices s'empiffreront
de nourriture.

24 The European Union Prize for Literature 2014



Bulgaria

Milen Ruskov

Bw3suwieHue (2011)

Summit

Publishing House Janet 45

© Dimitar Kraev

Biography

Milen Ruskov (b.1966) is a Bulgarian writer and translator living in Sofia. He graduated in Bulgar-
ian philology at Sofia University in 1995. After that, he was a PhD student in linguistics at the
Bulgarian Academy of Sciences. Since 2001, he has worked as a freelance translator from English
for various publishers.

He has written three novels: Summit (2011) was awarded the Golden Century Award from the Bul-
garian Ministry of Culture, the Hristo G. Danov National Award for fiction, and the Elias Canetti
Award for fiction. Thrown into Nature (2008), about the introduction of tobacco to Europe by the
Spanish physician doctor Nicolas Monardes of Seville, was awarded the Bulgarian Novel of the
Year Prize. And Little Encyclopaedia of Mysteries (2004) tells the story of some European occult
traditions of the Renaissance and was awarded the Bulgarian Prize for Debut Fiction.

Synopsis

In Turkish-ruled Bulgaria, year 1872, a feverish period of revolutionary committees, raids on
Turkish cash-convoys, brigand freedom fighters and a quest for knowledge and identity, known
in history as the Bulgarian Revival. The pretentious pomp of revolutionary ideals is filtered
through the consciousness of two lads, the earnest semi-educated Gicho and his credulous
kleptomaniac companion Assen. They set out armed with guns and books from the town of
Kotel to join a band of brigand-revolutionaries in the mountains. Their characters reflect a
mixture of down to earth brigand ruthlessness and revolutionary idealism, while their adven-
tures form a rich comic pageant, enlivened by Gicho's well-meaning attempts to educate his
companion.

The narrative is conveyed in Gicho’s words - a rich, crude Renaissance language which demands
to be read out loud. His character combines a modern curiosity about the wider world with
traditional peasant instincts. The resulting internal conflict is comic and revelatory in turns. The
novel daringly blows away all the patriotic clichés normally associated with this serious subject,
without underestimating the desperate heroism of the times.
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Ha cnepBamus men B rpajg K. oTcegHaxMme B xaHa Ja cs
HacnuM. A tam, 6pare, enuH dpenen. Koit ro 3uait To3 ¢ppenern
KaK'bB BATHP IO € 3aMNIsA/I HacaM. XaHKUsTA pasnpaBs, ye
Oun HAKOV cu MHIKMHepuH. [7legam ro ¢peHenpT — eguH
CTPOEH TaK'bB Ye€0BEK, C €BPOMENCKM OMHATU JPEXMN, CAKO
CJIOXWJI I'b/ITO IOKOJIEHM, Ha BpaT My 60sM6ba (BpaToBpb3Ka)
3/1IaTOYepHA Ha paera, 6oMbe cu B pbKa JbpXKM, ITAHTAJIOHN
My ¥ Te Ha paeTa CUBOYEPHY, YeNMYKY My JI'BLIAT HA CIIBH-
nerto. bpare! M3suckana pabora! Kpacuso e ma cu eBporer,
Tyi1 mwe Bu peka! KaTo ro rimegam Taka, u Ha MeH 6asg MU cA
MopeBHAa — BUKAM CH, JKeJlaj OMX 1 a3 T'bil Ia cs1 obnmyam, fa
Cs1 M3JOKapaM T'bil, KaTO Ye/I0BEK Cpef] Ye/I0BEIIUTe, a He KaTo
a3MaTCKMil HAKOJ MOJaHHUK, AORYyn A3u3y rpo3HMII IOJO-
nevyHuK. EX, pekox cu, )KMBOT e HeCllpaBe/|IuB.

A3 cs1 ocBefoMux 1 HarHpoOpMupBax (Kak cs TYil 30Be IO
dpanyskn), ye T03 ppeHer paboTen 3a aycTpuilcKaTa Tak
HasyuBaeMa >KeJle3HMI[a, IIPOBepsiBal OTKBJE MOXe T Ja
MuHe. Houyst 3HaM /v TO 110 ITpaBy, HO [IeHA XOA M Ja 00MKaA
OKOJIHJI€ IIPOCTPAHCTBA, IPOyYBAE K 3eMTIEMEPHO, OTKBJE,
KaK pasIpaBAT TyKalIHV MeCTHU XOpa CelsAly, lile MUHaBa
TaK HasdyBaeMara >Kele3HMIAa. A3 TaKBO3 HeEIIO HUKOTAII
He CBbM BIVDKZan. 3a AceHdYo xud fgake He Ma u nutai. II'ta
HmaMapocaM, 3ajie My 3a/jaBalll ITyIIaBJ BBIPOCK I MI LIEHHO
peBONyLMOHHO BpeMe ryboumr. V6ax ta! Mucin manko!

Ta 3Haum TO3 ¢paHIy30if, 32 KON BU CA U3LyMa OTrope,
Cd ToMelllaBa Ha BTOPMII KaT IIPM HAC, B OTCPEUHUI Kpan
Ha mprekara. VM rmemait Cpaba kak pasmopeny, 4e KaTto cs
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HacmaxMme Huit ¢ AceHda, cTaBaM a3 B paHHUs cnenobern u
OTUJIOX [0y Ha ABOpa Ja NN BOAA OT YelIMaTa U fia 3eMa
HeI[0 OT TOCTU/IHMIIATA, M TO I7efjaM QpeHela Hacpella M,
npubmpa ¢ YMIAKA ¥ KaTo Cs1 pa3sMUHaBaXMe, APY>KeCKM MU
KMMHa 1 60M0Oe cu OT I1aBa HagurHa. A3 cs ciaef HAKOIKO
CTBIKMU O0BP30 BPBTHAX A BUJS THE lLie OTHJE, U TO BUIIX
Ye ¢ KayBa II0 CT'BIONTE U IIOC/Ie YyX BpaTa fa CA 3aTBaps —
SABHO CU B CTasA OTUII'B/I. Ade Cs 3aMUC/IUX U OTUJOX, Ta IUX
BOJIa, U KaTO CA BP'BIIAX, 3aC/IyIIaX CA THI IIPeJl BpaTaTa My
fla BUIVIM JJa/Iu e Yys Helllo — TUINNHA, OpaTe, YMISAKDBT CIIN
1y, Kot ro 3Hait. Kato csa mpubpax B Hallla cu ofiasi, peKox Ha
AceHvyo:

- AceHYO - peKox, — upy, 6parko, JOIy U 3amperHu Jsanma
IOBaHa, a cMe TOTOBM HEMEJIEHHO J1a TP'BIHEM.

- 3amo? — y9yau cs AceHyo.

- be - BukaM - geiicTByBaif, He paccyxpait! ITocine mr'tu
00sCHABAM.

— AMa 3amo? - Kai.

Ta ca npunypux ga my obsacua. Toit cmese oy, IbK a3 cA
3amucnux 3a ¢penena. ['mepait kpge ro Cpada sadbpauia.
Kenesnunu pga npokxapsa. Vinmxunepun venosek! Tyit He
e mpocTa pabora. A3 KeJle3HMIIa MOXKe Jja He CBM BIDKHAJL,
HO C'BM 4yBaJl KaKBO T IpeAcTaBiapa. JKenesHuii, Kait, KOH
nporpeca! bpe, n6ax Ba! Tos Mu Ms3a Ha 4YenoBeK, 10 OU
A3 Kele3HMit KoH. 3au, u ¢ 6oMbe cu Hapop, 03 paBsBa.

A eil Tu ro npounA U ACeHYO, 110 HAaIlINil KOH SI3[Y, BbpHA
cs U BUKa: ,]0TOBO”, Kall. A3 MMHAX eIVH II'bT 110 II'bTEKATA,
KaTo Cs 3aC/IyIIax IIpej BpaTuTe Jaiy e 4ys HAKaKBO JBU-
JKeHNe BBTPe, ja BUJIMM X0pa Ia/il MMa, HO HUIIO He 4yX. [o
JUI'b>XKKO Cs 3aCTOSIX IpeJ BparaTa Ha peHela U TaM Helo
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9yX, HAKaKBO [OBJMIXXE€HNE MU CA CUY, 70,8 3aTBapAHETO Ha
HAKOA CU BpaTHMYKa Ha [OJAll, TAKOBAa HAKAaKBO HEIIO.

[Tocie csi BBpHaX, 3ex gapyraps cu Konra u gpyrure cu
6ara>xu u ¢ 6pp3a CTBIKA ¢ ACEHYO BIsA30XMe B CTasTa Ha
¢bpenena. Tu cu npepcrassi, ye Toi 6as cs1 usHeHaga. Cron
B CpefjaTa Ha OfasTa ¥ HU IIefja yuy/ieHOo. A3 OTUOX, Ta TO
baHax IPUATENCKN 32 TAKBTIT.

- Iait - BUKaM, — fpyxe, Tyl cako. /I 6ombe HsKoe, aKo
VIMAII.

A ToJt ¢ mBpIIa ¥ TOBOPM HeEI[o, HO He MOXKelll My pasbpa.
Ha ¢panuyskn Hemo. Hewo karo ,KyXy-MyxXy, >Xya-
Mya, oH-00H . Ho egHa myma My sicHO pasbpax - ,Tepu6ib,
Tepu6np”. He 3Ham mo mie pede. llle Buas nocie B peyHnka
Ha boropos. Ho mucswiara Mu e - He My csa pa3bupa, eBpo-
MEeVICKUIT YemoBeK. A3 Cu [JpbIIHAX KeCUSITa U U3BAAUX OT
Hesl elHa >X'BITUIIA, KaTO MYy OOsCHUX, JJOKOIKOTO MOXaX,
Je [MOoBevYe He MOXKEM MY Jjafie, 3allj0 TUs Iapyu HU Tpsbar 3a
peBonynmara. VI kato Ka3ax ToBa, OJAafl0OX MY >KBITULIATA U
3eX JIa My CBa/IsIM CaKOTO. A TOI:

- On-60H - Hemo, — Xya-Mya — 1 ObpKa B KecHATa, OlIle
XXBIITULM UCKA.

- E, He - BukaM, — IIje IIPOIABAll, HO IIOBeYe He MOXKeM TH
nage. Tyit e 3a HamTa peBonmynua. — VI ¢ HafiUTHaX KbM
Hero, NpUOIVKIUX CY IIaBaTa JJo Hero, OeJIKUM Ma pasbepe,
MYy BUKaM: — PeBonylua, peBonynua.

A TOI1 max:

- Tepu6mp, Tepu6p.
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— Ade Tyit Hanu e PppaHIy3Ka [yMa, ¥ Hesl IV He pasbupamt? —
pasmepux pblie a3. — B uyzio cs Bupsx ot Tebe, 6paTKo!

VM Toras MeH Ma OCeHM Tas, fia He KaXka, O/iecTsaina MUChI, 1
BUKaM Ha AceHua:

- 4 pai ,Crapunara”!

A u Ha Hero 6pp30 My cedye IMIETO U Cs BefHAra CeTH, 4e
a3 MMaM II0f BUJ CIMcaHMeTo Ha PakoBckaro, ,,bparapckara
CTapuHa’, YMIATO eJUHBT Opoil a3 cu Hocex B Topbara. I
OpbkHa AcCeHYO, Ta M) TO Jajfie. A a3 ro OTBOPUX B CaMOTO
Hayaso, JeTO € YBOA'BT, ¥ II0Ka3aX Ha ¢ppeHela OHYII MACTO,
K'bJIEeTO IUIIIE:

»ETO 1IJ0 TOBOPY O TOMY €[IH y4€eH:

La philosophie Indienne est tellement vaste, que tous les sys-
témes de philosophie s’y rencontrent, qu'elle forme un monde
philosophique, et quon peut dire a la lettre que I’histoire de
la philosophie de I’Inde est un abrégé de I’histoire entiere de
la philosophie.”

A Tyl e peye, KAKTO OTJO/Y CA € MOACHUJIO:

»VIHIUIICKOTO MBAPOCTIOBUE € TONKOBa OOUIMPHO, IITOTO
CUYKNTE CUCTEMU MBAPOCIOBUS CsI CPEIITAT B HETO; TO C'hC-
TaB/Isl eUH L1 CBAT MBAPOCIOBMS M MOXU Cs1 Kasa Oyk-
BaJIHO, YM TIOBECTHOCTTA VIHAMIICKaro MBb/JPOCIIOBKS € eJHO
ChKpalITeHNe Ha I[si/IaTa TOBECTHOCT MB/IPOCTOBUS.”

Eit Tyt My mokasax Ha (peHela, Ha HETOBMSA CU SI3UK XeM
HaIlJICaHO, M He € HElo CTPAIlHO, [ja pedell, aMI 3a MbJ-
POCIOBMETO MUCDHIL, a TOI Ma I7Iefla, KaTO Y€ iU € KOH C TpU
KpaKa BUJAJL, VJIM He 3HaM CU 110. A3 My BUKaM:

- Hwuit ¢ gobpo upnum, pasbupant nu? Pazbupam nu? Xabep
anmMaKx?
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A o7l camMo Maxa C pbKa U Helo 6bp30-6Bp30 Oreropesy,
Xya-Mya, He 3HaM IO CI, 4e 3e U Ja Cs J’bplia fla u31nsa, Ta
a3 Tpsbaie fa ro IpUABPKAM 3a peBepa.

- Eit - BUKamM My Ha AceH4a, — HIII CMe TIOIIaJHa/IM Ha Hail
Tpnus ppener B 1151710 PpeHCKo.

A AceHuo BuKa:

- Ox - Kaif, - ¢ To3 YMISAK He MOXeM ca pasbpa. ITopagu
A3ULIUTE TONISIMA Pa3/iMKa VIMa U IIOJTHOE HEJJOYMEHME.

Ho meH Beue mu y3pAaA MUCDHITAa I MYy PEKOX:

- Ille 3ema — BUKaM — [a ro 4yKHa II0 [laBaTa ¢ THIOTO Ha
HNUIIOBBT, Ye Jja ¢ cBbpuM paborara. Toit MHaYe He HU
pasbupa, YNIAKBT.

A mpe3 Tyit BpeMe ¢peHen'bT O6bpKa B KeCUATa M CU COUU
CaKOTO M HEI0 TOBOPY — OH-MOH, TYJ-OHYIL.

E, nmpecernax ¢4 a3 u ro 4ykHax ¢ IpUKJIaja IO 4YeI0TO,
KaTo BHMMAaBaXx Jla IO He HapaH:, a TON CA [ApbIIHA Hasaj U
M3INIILS Helo, HO He IaJiHa, IIOHeXXe TBBPHe JIeKO ro 0sX
ymapuia. Hanoxu ca BTopu I'bT Jja IO YyKHa, Bede 10 AYKO, U
TOJ IaJHA Ha 3eMATa B Oe3Ch3HAHME, KATO 4yBaa HAKOM. A
AceHY0 cs HaBefle HaJ| HETO, pa3rjieXk/ia o ¥ BUKa:

- bavo I'myo, T na ro He noBpeau unnAka? Hupei 1!

- Humo my Hama! - Bukam. - Tyit e eBponericku unnaxk. lle
cs onpasu Toil. Ho mHave HsAMamle Kak ja cs pasbepem c
Hero, Hany Byokaanl. Ille mosexxu Tbit 1 1ie ¢ ONpaBu.

He 4e 65X yak I'bK CbBCEM CUTYPEH, HO KaKBO fia peKa?

[Tocne Huil cBamuxMe Ha QpeHena CaKOTO, MAaHTAJIOHKUTE
C paeraTa CBajlMxXMe, a TOXe pu3aTa. boambara um 6ombero
BIJAX HA €[JHA OKaJaJIKa IPOBECEHN, Ta T 3eX U TAX. Hakpasd
U 4YeIMYKUTe CBamuxMe. [I[pyrure Hellja Kak Jja €, TaHTa/IOHNUTe
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KaTO A JIEKO MOAT'bHAT, HAIlpaBO MU JIEIIBAT, I'a 4e /1M HAKOM
Tep3usA TU € HApOYHO 32 MEeH II0 MspKa IpaBuj, obade 0OyB-
KJiTe My Ha MeHe ca MM JIeKO TOJIEMIIKM, 1 Tyil To. Ynisaka
MaJIKO I10 e'bp OT Hac Haja. Tyl e T'bil, 3a11j0 e TOJ OT repMaH-
ckute Hapopu. Te ca egpy Xopa, CHaXXHU U JIEBEHTH.

— Tyx Hui1 Hewo 1ie TpsA6a a CIOKMM — BUKaM My Ha ACeHYo,
- Ja 3aII'b/IHMME TIeTUTE.

Toii 3e ma cs ornmexpa, TOPKUIiL, 11a M3BeHAXK /INIle My CBETHa,
U BUKa:

— Jlait ja u3TpOyMIMMe BB3ITIABHULIUTE, 11a 1A I'bTHUME.

Hwuit 3exme 1o egHa BB3IIAaBHMIIA M T'M U3TPBOYIIMXME, HO
IIOCIE a3 CA CETUX, Ta My BUKaM ,,be 3am1o ca vy Ha Hac fiBe, T4
U eflHAa CTUTA , U efHATa 5 OCTaBMXMe HaCTpaHU, a OT Apyrara
3exMe IepyIIMHA ¥ HAaII'BIHUXMeE TBil-Tbil KbJeTO TpsAbda, 1
MM JIe[THaXa TUA YenMIM KaTo U3ATY Halpaso!

[Tocne a3 ca mokonebax MajnKo, IbK OCTABUX ABE KBATULMN
Ha MacuykaTta. J6ax Ta, Ty ca gBecTe rpoura!l AKo He cTUTaT
3a CMYKNUTE Te3 IPeXM, TO MOYTU 3a CUYKUTE CUTYP CTUTAT.
VHade mje 3HauM, ye He MOX Jfla CSA TU Iasapuiul. A KaTto He
MO>KEII fla CA Mas3apuill, Kbfie CU B TO3 CBAT TpbrHan! IIpk
Tpsiba U Ka cA MMa NOJ, BUJ, Ye TYIT ca HOCEHM JpeXM, yIOoTpe-
6eHu. [IBecte rpoma MoXxe ” B IoBede Aa moitgar ounsa. Ho
xaiijie, OT MeH fia MIHe, U a e X1UB U 37paB Apaba-Konam-
KNV TIPOXOZ,.

OcBeH Tyif 1 MOU CH [ipeXV BHMATE/THO CI'bHAX, Ta OCTABUX,
ako HsAMa 1o fa objede TOM Ha II'bPBO BpeMe, Makap e
HUKaK He M) Cs BApBa TOM ja HaAMa pyr undt gpexu. Ho
BC€ IIaK, Y€ 3Ha€ 1IN 4YUIIAK. I[a HE€ XOOU 110 BhTPEUIHN Tallln
n3 ymunure. CaMo KyHAYPUTe CU 3abp>KaxX ¥ HABYIIaTa, ako
Mmu Tpsbar 3a bankana, egHO-pyTO.
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[Tocrne ro moriefHax Thil ppeHena, efUH BUL Jla €A HA YM C
Hero cOOryBaM, a TON CU JIeXX) B 6e3Ch3HAHME, YCTaA CU JIEKO
OTBOPWIJI, Ta 4e iU CIU Karo Oebe HEBMHHO, HO CBHPALlE MYy
TYIIKa, KaK a3 Ha IIMsI MY IPOBEPUX, 1ile Cs1 O PaBH.

- E - pekox, - ako uma Heo, npoujasaii!
- AKo uMa Helo, HAMA HUILO — 06aay ¢ U AceHdo.

Cnep Tyit HUI Beue U3NA30XMe OT TaM.
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Translated from the Bulgarian by Christopher Buxton

Context: The novel is set in 1872. Revolutionary committees have been set up throughout Bulgarian
lands to prepare the people for revolution against their Turkish oppressors. It is a time of passion-
ate self-education — known in history as the Bulgarian Revival. Two lads, Gicho and Assen, armed
with guns and books, set out from Kotel to join a band of brigand-revolutionaries in the mountains.
Their characters reflect a mixture of down to earth ruthlessness and idealism. Their waves of extreme
optimism and pessimism speak to an ambivalent contemporary Bulgarian consciousness - resulting

from still feeling exiled on the outskirts of Europe.

Next day in the town of K. we were stopping at an inn to sleep.
And there’s a Frenchie there, boys. Who can tell what wind has
blown him here? The innkeeper makes out he’s some kind of
engineer. I give the Frenchie the once over - he’s a well-made
bloke, with proper European clothes, a long coat to his knees,
and a tie round his neck, striped gold and black, he’s carryin’
a bowler hat in his hand, his trousers are pinstriped in silver
and grey, his shoes are shining like the sun. Friends! It’s real
elegance! It’s not half fine being a European - I tell you truly.
When I'm looking at him, like this, my eyes are hanging out - I
say to myself, I'd like to be dressed like him, up to the nines,
so I'd come out looking like a human being in front of other
human beings, not like some grubby oriental vassal, ruled by
Abdul Aziz the Sultan. A-ah, I say to myself, life’s not fair.

I learnt — or informed myself as they say in French lingo -
that this Frenchie worked for the so-called Austrian Rail-
ways, finding out where they could push out the line. I don’t
know what he does at night, but by day he’s going round all
the surrounding districts, finding out the lie of the land, for
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the long-awaited railway line. I have never seen such a thing
in my life. And don’t even ask about Assen. I'll slap you for
asking me stupid questions and wasting my valuable revolu-
tionary time. Don’t you have a head on your shoulders? Then
use it, man!

And so this Frenchie that I was telling you about, is rooming
on the top floor, same as us, on the other side of the corri-
dor. And look how Fate sets things up that after we slept, me
and Assen, I go to the yard to drink water and get something
from the saddle bag and I see the Frenchie in front of me. He’s
coming back, and as we pass, he gives me a nod for fellow-
ship and lifts his hat off his head. After a few steps on, I turn
around quick to see where he’s going and I see he’s going up
the stairs and afterwards I hear a door close. So he’s gone to
his room. Then I have a think and I go and drink water, then I
come back up and I listen through the door to see if I can hear
anything. There’s silence, boy. I can’t tell if the bloke’s asleep,
who knows? When I come back to our room, I say to Assen:
“Assen,” I say, “go downstairs and harness up Granddaddy
Yovan so we're ready for a quick getaway.”

“Harness up the horse? Why?” Assen wonders.
“Look boy!” I say, “I want action, not a debate. I'll explain later.”
“But why?”

So I'm forced to spell it out. He goes downstairs, while I think
about the Frenchie. Look where Fate has cast him up. Pushing
through the railway. The man’s an engineer. That’s not simple
stuff. I may not have seen a railway, but I know what it is.
Railway, my friend, the iron horse of progress. Now that’s
something impressive, isn’t it? Iron horse! And this man - he
could very well be riding the iron horse, this kind of man!
Riding and lifting his hat to folk.
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And I'm just cogitating on this when Assen, who rides our
horse, comes back and says, “Ready mate.” I step down the
corridor and listen in front of the doors - to hear any move-
ment inside, to see if there are people there, but I don’t hear
anything. I tarry a little longer in front of the Frenchie’s door
and then I do hear something, some sort of movement, maybe
the closing of a cupboard door - or somethin’ like that.

Then I come back, pick up my trusty Colt pistol and other
stuff and alongside Assen we step into the Frenchie’s room.
You can imagine, he is pretty surprised. He’s standing in the
middle of the room and looking amazed. I step up and grab
his elbow, friendly-like.

“Hand over that jacket, friend,” I say, “and the hat if you got it.”

And he pulls back and says something you can’t understand.
It’s Frenchie lingo. Something like “juju muju, jwa, mwa;
on bon.” But there was one word I got: “terrible, terrible.” I
don’t get what it means, I'll have to look in Bogorov’s dic-
tionary later. But what I mean to say is this European bloke
can’t make himself understood. I pulled out my purse and
took out a golden coin while I explained to him, as far as I
could, that we couldn’t give him anymore because the money
was needed for the revolution. And as I said this I gave him
the coin and start pulling off his jacket. And he’s going: “On
bon... something... Jwa mwa.” And he’s poking at the purse,
wanting more gold coins.

“Oh no!” I say. “Sorry, but I can’t give you any more. This is
for our revolution.” And I stand up straight in front of him
and bring my face up close to his so he’ll understand and I
shout “Revolution, Revolution.” And he’s saying “terrible, ter-
rible,” over an’ over again.
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“Any fool knows revolution is a Frenchie word and you don’t
even understand that?” I spread out my arms. “I'm astonished
by you, boy!”

And it was then I am struck by what you might call a bril-
liant idea. And I shout to Assen: “Hand over Old Times.” He
is quick on the uptake, and immediately guesses that I mean
Rakovski’s magazine Bulgarian Old Times - I had the one and
only issue in my bag. He rummages and gives it me. And I
open it at the very beginning, where there is a preface, and I
point out the place to the Frenchie where it’s written.

“Here’s what a scholar has written in a book.”

‘La philosophie Indienne est tellement vaste, que tous les sys-
temes de philosophie s’y rencontrent, quelle forme un monde
philosophique, et qu'on peut dire a la lettre que I’histoire de la
philosophie de I'Inde est un abrégé de I’histoire entiére de la
philosophie.’

“And, in other words, like it’s translated underneath.”

‘Indian Philosophy is so vast, that all philosophical approaches
meet in it; it represents an entire philosophical world and it can
be said that the history of Indian philosophy is precisely a sum-
mation of the whole history of philosophy.’

E-ey, I'm showing this to the Frenchie, it’s even written in his
own lingo, and it isn’t anything terrible, you'll say, just philo-
sophical stuff, and he’s lookin’ at me like I'm a horse with three
legs or I don’t know what. I say to him: “We’ve come with good
intentions, boy, don’t you get it? Get it? You nincompoop.”

And he just waves and mumbles something fast - “jwa, mwa”
- no idea what. He even makes as if to leave and so I have to
grab his lapel. “Ey,” I shout out to Assen. “We landed on the
stupidest Frenchie in all France.”
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But Assen says, “How you think we’re going to understand
each other what with all the differences in the lingo, boy?”

But I have wiped out all thoughts about this from my head.
“Here’s what we do,” I say. “We’ll knock him on the head with
this here pistol-butt and be finished with all this. The bloke
doesn’t understand us anyway.”

And all the time the Frenchie’s prodding my purse and point-
ing at his jacket and saying something, Oh mon...” this an’ that.

Well, I stretch out and I give him a crack on the forehead with
the gun-stock, taking care not to wound him, and he pulls
back and screams out something, but he doesn’t fall, because
I tapped him too gently. I have to give him another crack, this
time harder, and he falls, knocked senseless to the floor like
some sack of something. And Assen jumps up over him, looks
and cries: “Uncle Gicho! If you haven’t damaged the bloke. I
surely hope not.”

“He’s perfectly all right!” I say. “He’s a European bloke. He’ll
soon mend. There was no other way to make ourselves under-
stood, don’t you see. He’ll lie down a little and he’ll get better.”

Not that I was really sure, but what can I say?

Afterwards we pull off the Frenchie’s jacket and pin striped
trousers, the shirt as well. I see a cravat and hat hanging off
a hook and I grab them. Finally, we take off his shoes. The
trousers, after you turn them up a little, fit me perfectly, as
though some tailor has measured me up exact, but the shoes
are a little big for me and that’s it. The bloke’s a bit bigger than
us. That’s the way of it because he’s from the German folk.
They're big people, high and mighty.

“We need somethin’ to put here,” I say to Assen, “to stuff the
heels.”
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He’s lookin’ about, poor boy, but suddenly his face lights up
and he says, “Let’s rip the stuff out of these pillows.”

We each take a pillow and start guttin’ it, but afterwards it hits
me, so I say “Boy, why we doin’ two when one’ll do for us.” And
we leave one to the side and we take the feathers from the other
and push them in here and there, as needed, and so my feet
stick to the shoes like they’ve been poured into them.

Then I ponder a bit, and I leave two gold pieces on the table.
Boy, it’s 200 pence. If it doesn’t cover all the clothes it must be
almost there. Otherwise it would mean that you can’t haggle,
and if you can’t haggle where are you goin’ in this world? You
are pretty much finished, boy, if you can’t haggle. Anyway,
you have to bear in mind, these are used clothes, they’ve been
worn. Two hundred pennies may be even too much. But never
mind! It’s from the money we lifted off the Turkish tax-wagon
in the Arabakonak pass. A fast buck.

Then I carefully fold up my clothes and leave them, in case he
hasn’t got anything else to put on, though I doubt a bloke like
him wouldn’t have a spare set of clothes. But who can tell? We
don’t want him wanderin’ the streets in his underpants. I just
keep my heavy boots and stockings, I might be needing them
in the mountains.

After that, I look at the Frenchie, as though to bid him fare-
well, so to speak, but he’s just lying, spark out, his mouth
open, like he’s sleeping the sleep of an innocent baby. But his
heart is beating as I check his chest; he’ll be right as rain.

“Ey,” I say, “If there was anything, forgive us!”
“If there’s anything, there’s nothing,” Assen pipes up.

Then we left the room.
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Dgjiny svétla (2013)

A History of Light

Publishing House Host

© Anna Nadvornikova

Biography

Jan Némec, born in 1981 in Brno, received his MA degree in Religious and Social Studies from
Masaryk University in Brno, and in Theatre Dramaturgy from the Jana¢ek Academy of Music and
Performing Arts in Brno. He wrote a book of poems Prvni Zivot (First Life, 2007), followed by a
book of short-stories Hra pro ¢tyfi ruce (Playing Four Hands, 2009) and a biographical novel about
renowned photographer Frantiek Drtikol, called Déjiny svétla (A History of Light, 2013). Némec
works as an editor for the monthly literary magazine Host, and as a dramaturgist for the CT Art
TV channel.

Synopsis

Déjiny svétla (A History of Light), is a novel about the photographer Frantisek Drtikol.

Have you ever wondered what a story written by a beam of light would be like? Firstly, the
story would be ordinary but the course of events extraordinary; secondly, its hero would be
a photographer, a guardian of light; thirdly, naturally, it would be full of shadow. So who was
FrantiSek Drtikol? A dandy from a small mining town, a world-famous photographer whose
business went bankrupt, a master of the nude who never had much luck with women, a mystic
and a Buddhist who believed in communism, a man of many contradictions. The conception of
Jan Némec’s extensive novel is very unusual for contemporary Czech prose - fresco-like, it is
an artistic and spiritual Bildungsroman that covers over half a century, bringing to life the silver
mines of Pfibram, Jugendstil Munich and First Republic Bohemianism, with naked models wan-

dering along the lines and light merging unobserved with knowledge...
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Muz s kulatym oblicejem a kratkymi vlasy se dotkne stiedu
bryli nad kofenem nosu a rozhlédne se po skupiné deviti
chlapct. Pak fikd: Mé jméno je Georg Heinrich Emmerich
a vitam vds v Ucebnim a vyzkumném ustavu pro fotografii.

V jedné staré knize jsem narazil na rytinu, na niz mudrc pri-
jimal vnuknuti skrze paprsky svétla. A skute¢né, takovych
vnuknuti jsou déjiny plné, pozndni bez svétla je nemyslitelné a
samo svétlo se stalo jeho symbolem. Zvlast v poslednich stale-
tich jsme se naucili krotit ho a zaprahat do velkych védeckych
ukolt. Teleskop a mikroskop rozsitily hranice svéta obéma
sméry a odhalily rozméry skutecnosti, o nichz se nikomu
ani nesnilo. Na§ krajan Wilhelm Rontgen nedavno objevil
paprsky, které prochazeji hmotou. A rovnéz v oblasti uméni a
zabavy existuje nespocet pomtcek a pfistroju, které vyuzivaji
souhry svétla a lidského oka: pfipominam namatkou laternu
magiku, cameru obscuru a cameru lucidu, dioramata, kine-
toskopy, praxinoskopy nebo kouzelné bubny. — Panové, pri-
kladt bych mohl vrsit mnoho, ale je to snad zbyte¢né, viibec
totiz nepochybuji, Ze si uvédomujete, proc jste tady: fotografie
neni ni¢im jinym nez dalsi fascinujici manifestaci toho, co
dokaze svétlo v rukou ¢lovéka. Tentokrat jsme ovSem neroz-
$ifili prostor jako pomoci teleskopu nebo mikroskopu, ale
zastavili jsme ¢as. Kone¢né dokdzeme zvécnit prchavost exis-
tence, jak se o to pfed nami pokousely celé generace basniki.

Emmerich pohlédne z okna a rozepne si knoflicky u saka.
Je mu teprve jednatficet let, ale na hlavé uz ma kouty. Kdyz
se pohledem vrati zpét do ucebny, prebéhne mu pies rty
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takfka neznatelny usmév. Nékteri jste v Mnichové teprve
par dni, fikd, a tak mozZna nevite, Ze tu existuje bohémska
¢tvrt jménem Schwabing; urcité tamni hospody brzy poznate.
Pfed par dny jsem tam byl navstivit jednoho malife a nahoda
tomu chtéla, ze uz hostil dal$iho svého znamého, basnika. A
kdyz se ten mlady muz dozvédél, Ze jsem fotograf, vyznal se
mi: Jednou jedinkrat bych si pral drzet v ruce pfimo paprsek
svétla a psat jim — jednou jedinkrat! Jméno onoho mladého
muze vam prozradit nemohu, ale velmi dobfe mu rozumim.
Fotografie ma svij patos, ostatné ¢ast z néj se obrazi pfimo
v etymologii — termin fotografie se sklada z feckych vyrazi
pro svétlo a psani. Lze fici, Ze jako fotografové zapisujeme
svét svétlem. A na$im cilem béhem nasledujicich dvou let
nebude nic mensiho nez vas naucit krasopisu, chcete-li své-
telné kaligrafii.

Ovsem hned na zac¢atku musime vyjasnit jednu véc — vyjas-
nit, v§imnéte si, Ze nas svétlo neopousti. Podobné jako hudba
a literatura, ani fotografie nevznikla jako uméni, ale jako
zabava, avsak na rozdil od hudby a literatury neni dosud za
umeéni obecné povazovana. Vy jste se vSak ocitli ve $kole,
ktera si klade za cil naudit vas pravé fotografickému umeéni.
Jak vas mizeme ucit néCemu, co snad ani neexistuje?

Podivejme se na to blize: Zda se, ze hlavnim divodem, pro¢
se na fotografii pohlizi svrchu, je jeji technicky a chemicky
charakter. Ma se za to, ze jednotlivé snimky jsou mechanic-
kymi otisky skutecnosti, fotograficky proces udajné neposky-
tuje zadny prostor k tvircimu zasahu. Francouzsky basnik
Charles Baudelaire tvrdil, Ze fotografy se stavaji leda lini a
neobdareni malifi, protoze fotografie neni schopna imagina-
tivniho vyjadreni vysSich myslenek a citti a mtzZe byt nanej-
vy$ velmi skromnym sluzebnikem uméni a véd, podobné jako
tiskarstvi nebo stenografie.
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Dovolte, abych vam néco ukazal. Pfedvedu vam dvé dila,
ktera obvykle visi na sténé v mé kancelari. Emmerich uchopi
obraz polozeny dosud sklem k desce stolu a fika: Toto je prvni
z nich — reprodukce znamého Baudelairova portrétu od
malite Emila Deroye. Nato zvedne druhy obraz. A zde vidite
rovnéz basnikiv portrét, potizeny ovéem Etiennem Carjatem
ve slavném Nadarové fotografickém ateliéru. Dam vam cas,
abyste se na tyto dvé podobizny pozorné podivali.

Ponechme ted stranou, pokracuje po chvili, ze prsty pravé
ruky ptsobi na Deroyové malbé ponékud krecovité. Zrejmé
se mnou budete souhlasit, Ze mira basnikovy pritomnosti je
na téchto dvou portrétech nesrovnatelnd. Obraz snad vyraz-
néji zachycuje vidéni malife, ale co se uméleckého tcinu tyce,
je to spi$ k neprospéchu véci: osobnost portrétovaného je tu
zatlacena do pozadi pod vrstvu barvy a za tahy $tétce, jako by
tu jedna subjektivita soupefila s druhou. Baudelaire oznacil
fotografii za skromného sluzebnika uméni a véd, ale slovo,
které pouzil, md jesté jiny vyznam: pokorny. Pfipomenu si
to vzdy, kdyz se pozorné zadivam na Carjativ snimek: je
pokornym, ale ve své prostoté souc¢asné neobycejné mocnym
zachycenim basnikovy osobnosti. Jen se podivejte na ty oci
unaveného honiciho psa, ktery kdesi v dalce stale citi lovnou
zveéf. A ktery malif by si dovolil nakreslit lidské rty tak rovné,
ze mohou vyslovit i tu nejnezadanéjsi pravdu?

Ano, jako technicky a chemicky proces je fotografie pouhym
prostfedkem a sluzebnikem; rovnéz slovo lze uzit rizné, to je
kazdému jasné. Prede dvéma lety byli zde v Némecku odsou-
zeni Max Priester a Willy Wilcke za to, Ze se vloupali do pokoje,
kde jako velryba na mofském dné skonal Otto von Bismarck, a
poridili nékolik snimkdi, které se pak snazili prodat tisku. Byla
z toho velka kauza a soud, samotné snimky nebyly oficialné

42 The European Union Prize for Literature 2014



Jan Némec

zvefejnény. Ve stejném roce poridil italsky fotograf Secondo
Pia prvni snimky Turinského platna, které zahy obletély svét.
Legendami opfedeny artefakt mohl kone¢né spatrit kazdy.
Sokovany Pia navic zjistil, Ze otisk téla na platné je de facto
negativ, protoze teprve na skute¢ném fotografickém negativu
tvar vystoupi ve své lidské podobé. — Dva mrtvi muzi, dva
snimky z téhoz roku. Nabidl jsem vam tyto ptiklady, abych
ukazal, Ze to, ¢im fotografie je, a pfipadné také neni, se méni
podle toho, v ¢ich rukou a v jakém kontextu se ocitne.

Nad hojnymi karikaturami a kritikami v novindach, jez foto-
grafii zesmésnovaly, nez si ji samy osvojily, mizeme dnes
mavnout rukou. Zavaznéjsi je, Ze nasi odpurci pochazeji ¢asto
jako v pripadé Baudelaira pfimo z fad umélcti. Averze mnoha
malift viaci fotografii je vSeobecné znama, stejné jako nena-
plnéné proroctvi z doby jejiho vynalezu, ze malifstvi pfivodi
smrt. Ale stalo se néco jiného a ja si na tomto misté neod-
pustim poznamenat, ze vztah nasich malift k fotografii pfi-
pomina casto vztah vazeného muze k vydrzované milence.
Verejné ji zapiraji, ale v soukromi nejenze ji obdivuji, ale
nechdvaji se ji mocné inspirovat: bézné ji pouzivaji misto
skicare, hledaji s jeji pomoci originalni kompozici nebo gesto
a jednou jsem dokonce vidél malife, jak pomoci zvétsovaciho
ptistroje promita negativ pfimo na platno, na néz maluje.
Panové, pro zacatek vam tato $kola nabizi své heslo: Ars una,
species mille. Uméni existuje jedno, ale zpisobu je na tisic.
Pokud nerozumite, pomohu vdm pfirovnanim: Jako muze
jeden jediny zdroj svétla vrhat nekone¢né mnozstvi stint
podle toho, jaky pfedmét pred néj postavite, tak se zameér
skute¢ného tviirce miize manifestovat v nekone¢ném mnoz-
stvi podob podle prostiedkd, jakych uziva.
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Nechapejte mé ovéem $patné: vitbec vam nechci podsouvat,
ze fotografie je uménim za v8ech okolnosti. Nic mi neni vzda-
lenéjsi nez povazovat véechny ty bezduché duplikaty skutec-
nosti, které zaplavuji svét, za umélecka dila. Vite, s jakym
sloganem zakladatel firmy Kodak George Eastman pravé
dobyva americky trh? You press the button — We do the rest.
Vy zmacknete spoust — my udélame zbytek. Zda se, ze pravé
zac¢ind éra zbyte¢nych fotografii, takzvanych momentek,
které odpircim umélecké fotografie poskytnou nekonecné
mnozstvi levné munice.

Panové, zacal jsem tuto uvitaci fec¢ slovy, Ze pred sta miliony
let umoznily chemické vlastnosti svétla vznik Zivota na této
planeté. Ale teprve pred Sedesati lety clovék objevil, jak
pomoci chemickych vlastnosti svétla Zivot na této planeté
zachytit dfive nemyslitelnym zptisobem. Teprve pred Sedesati
lety svétlo objevilo moznost, jak zaznamenat své vlastni dilo.
Lze to vyjadrit i tak, ze se naplnilo proroctvi naseho velkého
filosofa Georga Wilhelma Friedricha Hegela: svétovy duch
skrze ¢lovéka opét novym zplisobem rozpoznava sam sebe.

Budte dobrymi pastyfi svétla.

Mnichov na prelomu stoleti — mélokteré evropské mésto ma
tak skvélou povést. Prst pro Prsten Nibelungtiv! Athény na
Isare! Mésto piva a uméni! Mésto lidu a mladi! Nejsevernéjsi
meésto Italie! Zatimco Berlin upi pod vilémovskym diktatem,
v Mnichové déjiny dosud spi, osud matozné vyckava. Prijiz-
déji sem rozjiveni Americ¢ané, zadumcivi Rusové, rafinovani
Francouzi, narody balkdnské. Co studujes? je prvni otdzka,
pfi niz seda péna na pivé. Jsem malif! Délam pro Simpla.
Budu slavnym fotografem!

Ty taky? J4 taky! Zum Wohl!
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Ucebni a vyzkumny ustav pro fotografii sidli v nizké budové
na Rennbahnstrasse. Je odtud slyset supéni a skfipani vlakd,
které brzdi pfred budovou Hlavniho nadrazi smérem na severo-
vychod, hned za rusnou Strasse Bayer, kde se daji koupit ori-
entdlni sladkosti, nabytek, kubanské doutniky i mistni holky.
Smérem na jih se po minuté chiize ocitne$ na Bavaria Ringu,
okrouhlé ulici s vystavnimi vilami, ktera lemuje rozlehlou
Terezinu louku. Soucasné se zacatkem skolniho roku na ni
dosedne Oktoberfest. Thomas Mann poznamenal, Ze typicky
mistni umélec je rozeny poradatel slavnosti a karnevali, a
neni lepsi prilezitost, jak se o tom presvéd¢it. Nad Terezinou
loukou se ty¢i monstrézni socha Bavarie a soucitné shlizi na
své déti, jimz tece pivo po bradé.

Vsude ruch a vzruch, nevi§ kam difiv s o¢ima. Pfijel jsi z
malého provinéniho mésta a Mnichov ti zadina roztacet
spiralu v hlavé — roztacet a zhavit. Kromeé bézného jarmarec-
niho zbozi tu ma sviij stan Mnichovska secese nebo Sjedno-
cené dilny pro uméni a femesla, jakasi kfiva budka je vylepena
karikaturami z oblibeného Simplicissima, fe¢eného Simpl,
a o kousek ddl narazi$ na odvdzné obdlky tydeniku Jugend.
Mas pocit, ze kdybys pristoupil bliz, odvede té néjaky cetnik,
ale lidé se jimi volné probiraji, ba ukazuji si, sméji se a prikla-
daji si ruce k tsttim. Na jedné obdlce hledi muz s dymkou do
kypre naditého dekoltu zlatovlasky, na druhé je akt tak realis-
ticky, az zavahas, zda nejde o fotografii, a poprvé té napadne,
jaké by to bylo snimat nahou Zenu. Nejvic té vSak zaujme
jesté jina obalka, z niZ potutelné vzhlizi elegantni damicka s
liskou kolem krku a za ni se na zahradé zubi obrovsky sné¢hu-
lak — vypada to, jako by odchazela z dostavenicka, prerostly
sn¢hulak ma krivé zapnuté knofliky a jeji prs vytaty v hrudi.

To ¢islo si koupis — aby ses pocvicil v némciné, natiirlich.
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Prochazi$ kolem stankt a pddii a nechavas se unaset davem.
Vsude se néco déje, zpévaci a herci stoji uprostfed hloucku
nestalych divaku jen na bedné, skotsky dudak v kiltu rozrazi
dav, snédy eskamotér v turbanu drzi pomalovanou klec s
tlustym hadem, divky v bavorskych krojich utvotily kruh a
toci se, hlavy zaklonéné k nebi, na némz zasychaji posledni
zbytky svétla. Ne zcela bezdtivodné si pripadas jako kluk z
malého mésta, ktery poprvé vidi svét.

Asi po hodiné a ptil té to kfizem krdazem dovede k dfevénému
stolu, u néjz sedi a piji tvi novi spoluzaci.
Franz, komm her! mava na tebe Bruno.

Musi se sesednout, aby ses vesel. Ale hned se zas zvedas a jdes
si také pro dzbanek. Alkohol zbavuje jazyk kiece. Ve vétsi spo-
lecnosti jako bys na ném mél mlynské kameny, ale pivo je roz-
pousti na jemny zluty pisek a ten splachne do zaludku jako nic.

Pamatuju si té ze zkousek, rika Peter. Prisel jsi pozdé a vypa-
dalo to, Ze se Zene$ snad z Ruska.

Jsem z P¥ibrami, z Cech.

Odkud?

Je to docela dira. Ale mame tam velky stfibrny doly.

Co mas z toho, Aichach, odkud jsem ja, to je taky dira.
Kazdy jsme odnékud, fika Martin, ale ted jsme tady. A na to
si pripijme.

A ja jsem z Fiissenu! hlasi riizolici Friedrich a cosi zanotuje.

Konverzace preskakuje z jedné strany stolu na druhou,
z tématu na téma. Mda$ co délat, abys to zvlddal sledovat,
némcinu a vSechny ty nardzky a dvojsmysly, co chvili ti néjaky
vtip ujde a sméjes se naprazdno, jen abys mezi né zapadl.
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Jan Némec

Translated from the Czech by Melvyn Clarke

The man with the round face and the short hair touches the
mid-point of his spectacles above the bridge of his nose and
looks around a group of nine boys. Then he says: My name
is Georg Heinrich Emmerich. Welcome to the Photography
Training and Research Institute.

I came across an engraving in an old book, which showed
an old sage receiving inspiration through rays of light. And
indeed history is full of such inspiration, knowledge without
light is unthinkable and light itself has become its symbol.
Particularly over the last few centuries, we have learnt to tame
light and to harness it for our grand scientific tasks. The tel-
escope and microscope have expanded the world’s bounda-
ries in both directions, revealing undreamt of dimensions of
reality. Our fellow countryman, Wilhelm Rontgen, recently
discovered rays that penetrate matter. And, likewise in the
fields of art and entertainment, there are countless aids and
devices that take advantage of the interplay between light and
the human eye: for instance, I might mention at random the
lanterna magica, camera obscura, camera lucida, diorama,
kinetoscope, praxinoscope and magic drum. Gentlemen, I
could pile up example upon example, but this might well be
needless, as I do not at all doubt that you are aware why you
are here: photography is nothing more than another fascinat-
ing manifestation of what light can do in man’s hands. But
this time, of course, we have not expanded space by using
a telescope or a microscope, we have actually stopped time.
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At last we can immortalize transient existence, just as whole
generations of poets have tried to do before us.

Emmerich looks out of the window and undoes his jacket
buttons. He is just thirty-one-years-old, but his hair is already
receding. As he returns his gaze to the classroom, an imper-
ceptible smile seems to pass his lips. Some of you have only
been in Munich a couple of days, he says, so perhaps you don’t
know there is a bohemian quarter here called Schwabing:
you will surely soon get to know the local hostelries there.
A couple of days ago I went there to visit a painter, and as
chance would have it, he was already entertaining another
of his friends, a poet. And when this young man found out
I was a photographer he admitted to me: Just once I would
like to hold a ray of light right there in my hand and to write
with it — just once! I cannot tell you this young man’s name,
but I do understand him very well. Photography does have its
pathos. This is partly reflected directly in the etymology - the
term photography is made up of the Greek words for light and
writing. We photographers might be said to be writing down
the world with light. And our aim over the next two years will
be no less than to teach you, if you will, calligraphy with light.

However, we do have to elucidate one thing right from the
start — notice how light never leaves us. Just like music and
literature, photography didn’t come into being as art, but as
entertainment, and in contrast to music and literature it is
not yet generally considered to be art. Nevertheless, you have
found yourselves here in a school that aims to teach you this
photographic art. How can we teach you something that may
not even exist?

Let’s look at this more closely: it would appear that the main
reason people look down on photography is its technical
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and chemical nature. Individual photos are considered to be
mechanical reprints of reality, and the photographic process
allegedly does not provide any space for creative intervention.
The French poet Charles Baudelaire said that only lazy and
untalented painters become photographers, because photog-
raphy is not able to imaginatively express higher thoughts and
feelings and may at most be a very modest servant of art and
science, just like printing and stenography.

Let me show you something. Here are two works that normally
hang on my office wall. Emmerich takes a picture that had been
placed glass-side down on the tabletop and says: This is the first
one - a reproduction of the famous portrait of Baudelaire by
the painter Emile Deroy. He then picks up the second picture.
And here you also see the poet’s portrait, but this time taken by
Etienne Carjat at Nadar’s famous photography studio. I'll give
you time to look carefully at both portraits.

After a while he continues: Now let us pass over the fact that
the fingers on the right hand look somewhat stiff in Deroy’s
painting. You will surely agree with me that the extent of the
poet’s presence is incomparable in these two portraits. The
first one perhaps captures the painter’s vision more distinctly,
but this is more of a disadvantage as far as the artistic effect is
concerned: the portrait subject is pushed into the background
here under a layer of paint and brushstrokes, as if one subjec-
tivity were struggling with another here. Baudelaire described
photography as the modest servant of art and science, but the
word that he actually used has another meaning: humble. I
always remember this when I am looking attentively at Car-
jat’s picture: it is humble, but in its simplicity it is at the same
time an unusually powerful portrayal of the poet’s personal-
ity. Just look at these, the eyes of a tired bloodhound that still
scents its prey in the distance somewhere. And what painter
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would dare to draw human lips so straight that they can
express even the most undesirable truth?

Yes, as a technical and chemical process, photography is a mere
servant and means to an end; clearly, the word can be used in
various ways. Two years ago here in Germany, Max Priester
and Willy Wilcke were convicted of breaking into the room
where Otto von Bismarck was on his deathbed, like a great
whale at the bottom of the sea, and taking several pictures,
which they then tried to sell to the press. There was a big court
case and the pictures themselves were not officially published.
That same year, the Italian photographer Secondo Pia took the
first pictures of the Shroud of Turin, which were soon winging
their way around the world. This legendary artefact could at
last be seen by everybody. The shocked Pia also found that the
print on the shroud was de facto a negative, because it was only
on the actual photographic negative that the face emerged in
its human form. Two dead men and two photographs from the
same year. I offered you these examples to show you that what
photography is and is not varies depending on whose hands
and what context it finds itself in.

Nowadays, we can dismiss the numerous caricatures and
criticisms in newspapers that deride photography, rather than
absorbing them. More importantly, as in the case of Baude-
laire, our opponents are often artists themselves. The aver-
sion of many artists to photography is generally well-known,
just like the unfulfilled prophecies at the time of its discov-
ery that it would be the death of painting. But something else
happened and here I would not fail to note that the relation-
ship between painters and photography is often reminiscent
of that between a respectable man and his kept woman. They
ignore each other in public, but in private not only do they
admire one another, but they are also greatly inspired by each
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other: photography is commonly used instead of a sketch-
book. It is used to find original compositions or gestures and
once I even saw a painter using an enlarger to project a nega-
tive directly onto the canvas he was painting.

Gentlemen, to begin with, this school offers its motto: Ars una,
species mille. There is only one art but a thousand approaches.
If you do not understand, I will help you to compare: Just as a
single source of light can cast an endless number of shadows
depending on the object that you place in front of it, so the
intention of a real-life creator can be manifested in an endless
number of forms depending on the means that he uses.

Do not misunderstand me: I do not wish by any means to make
out that photography is an art form under all circumstances.
Nothing could be further from my mind than to think that
all those soulless duplicates of reality flooding the world are
works of art. You know the slogan that Kodak founder George
Eastman uses to conquer the American market? You press the
button — we do the rest. It looks like the age of pointless pic-
tures is now upon us - so-called snapshots that provide oppo-
nents of artistic photography with an endless supply of cheap
ammunition.

Gentlemen, I began this introductory speech by saying that
a hundred million years ago the chemical properties of light
enabled life to emerge on this planet. But it was only 60 years
ago that man discovered how to use the chemical properties of
light to record life on this planet in a way that was previously
unthinkable. It was only 60 years ago that light discovered a
way of recording its own work. This can also be expressed
by saying that the prophecy of our great philosopher Georg
Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel has been fulfilled: the world spirit
again recognizes itself in a new way through man.
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Be good shepherds of light.

Munich at the turn of the century - few European cities have
such an excellent reputation. A finger for the Ring of the
Nibelungs. Athens on the Isar. City of beer and art. City of
the people and youth. The northernmost Italian city. While
Berlin languishes beneath the Wilhelmine diktat, in Munich
history has slept and fate has drowsily been biding its time.
It is visited by unruly Americans, brooding Russians, the
refined French and the peoples of the Balkans. What are you
studying? That is the first question while the foam is still
frothing on your beer. 'm a painter! I work for Simpla. I'm
going to be a famous photographer!

You too? So am I! Zum Wohl!

The Photography Training and Research Institute is housed in
a low building on Rennbahnstrasse. From there you can hear
the puffing and screeching of trains as they brake in front
of the Hauptbahnhof building to the north-east just beyond
the busy Strasse Bayer, where you can buy oriental confec-
tionery, furniture, Cuban cigars and the local girls. Walking
southwards for a minute you find yourself at Bavaria Ring, a
circular street of prestige villas bordered by Theresienwiese,
where the Oktoberfest takes place just as the academic year is
beginning. Thomas Mann noted that the typical local artist
is a born organizer of festivals and carnivals and there is no
better opportunity to find this out for yourself. Above Ther-
esienwiese looms a huge statue of Bavaria, compassionately
looking down on her beer-swilling offspring.

Hustle and bustle everywhere; you don’t know where to set your
eyes first. You came from a small provincial town and Munich
starts to spiral in your head - spinning and glowing hot. Apart
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from the usual fairground goods there are also stalls for the
Munich Secession and the United Arts and Crafts Workshops,
while pasted up all over a kind of lopsided booth are carica-
tures from the popular Simplicissimus, often just called Simpl,
and a little further on you come across the bold front covers of
the weekly Jugend. You get the feeling that if you stepped any
closer the police would come and take you away, but people
freely browse through them, show them to each other, laugh
and put their hands to their mouths. On one cover, a man
smoking a pipe is peering at the well-endowed décolletage of
a golden-haired girl, while on another the nude is so realistic
that you are not sure if it is a photograph, and for the first time
it occurs to you what it would be like to photograph a naked
woman. But most of all you are taken by another cover, from
which an elegant little lady with a fox stole round her neck is
slyly looking up, while behind her an enormous snowman in
the garden is grinning - she looks like she has just been on a
date, the overgrown snowman has buttons done up askew and
his chest is imprinted with her breasts.

You buy that issue - to practise your German, natiirlich.

You walk around the stalls and platforms, going with the
flow of the crowd. Something is always happening, singers
and actors stand on boxes in the middle of drifting audiences,
a kilted Scottish piper weaves through the crowds, a swarthy
beturbaned juggler holds a large snake inside a painted cage,
while girls in Bavarian costumes have formed a circle and
walk round staring upwards at the sky, where the last rags of
light are drying. Not without good reason do you feel like a
small-town boy seeing the world for the first time.

After about an hour and a half you criss-cross your way to a
wooden table where your new classmates are sitting drinking.
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Franz, komm her! Bruno waves at you.

They have to crush together for you to squeeze in. But then you
immediately get up again and go for a jug. Alcohol loosens the
tongue, which is tied down by millstones in larger company,
but the beer dissolves them into fine yellow sand and washes
it down into the stomach like nothing at all.

I remember you from the exams, Peter says. You came late
and looked like you’d just come running from Russia or
somewhere.

I'm from P#ibram, in Bohemia.

Where?

It’s a real hole. But we have big silver mines there.
So what? Aichach, where I'm from, is a hole too.

We're all from somewhere, says Martin, but now we’re here.
So let’s drink to that.

And I'm from Fiissen, rosy-cheeked Friedrich announces as
he starts to sing something.

The conversation leaps from one side of the table to the other,
from one subject to another. It’s all you can do to follow it, in
German and with all those allusions and double entendres.
Every so often you miss a joke and smile blankly just to fit in.

Joachim butts in. I liked the way Emmerich made the connec-
tion with Hegel at the end. Gentlemen, it will soon be 70 years
since he died.

Martin: Have you already been a student?
Joachim: I dropped out of philosophy at Jena.
Ty: Why?

Martin: You don’t want to take pictures of ideas, do you?
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Joachim: Ideas? Maybe you should have listened to Emmerich
properly. Their motto ars una, species mille is just dressed-
up Plato. And he only confirmed it when he came out with
that simile on the single source of light and the innumerable
shadows.
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Makis Tsitas
Maptuc uou o Ococg (2013)

God is my witness

Publishing House Kichli

© Yiorgos Fermeletzis

Biography

Makis Tsitas was born in 1971 in Giannitsa, Greece. He studied journalism in Thessaloniki and
worked in radio. Since 1994 he has lived in Athens and works in publishing. He is the director of
diastixo.gr, a literary and cultural internet journal.

His work (stories, plays and poems) has been included in anthologies and published in jour-
nals and newspapers in Greece and abroad. His one-act plays, On the Square and Television,
were performed at the Theatro ton Kairon in Athens. His short stories have been translated into
German, Spanish, English, Hebrew, Swedish and Finnish.

His published work includes a novel (God is my witness, 2013), a collection of short stories (Patty
from Petroula, 1996) and many books for children.

Synopsis

In this humorous, moving, and perceptive novel, an anti-hero of our time who wants nothing
more than to live with dignity — having reached his fifties with no job and uncertain health -
narrates the trials and betrayals he has suffered from employers, from the women he meets,
and from his own family.

Through his torrential monologue, replete with everyday occurrences and ebullient fantasies,
we follow a simple man’s struggle to remain upstanding. As his story veers from wildly humor-
ous to unconsciously self-mocking or even disturbing, Makis Tsitas’ hero becomes representa-
tive of the enmity a human being must withstand. His child-like naivety becomes the deformed
and deforming mirror of a cynical and vicious society which, despite its apparent tolerance and
prosperity, is fading towards decadence, intolerance and racism. The novel’s anti-hero comes to
reflect the monstrosity of a society that must inevitably exclude him.
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(pp. 11-15)

Yndpxovv 1e004pwv 0OV a@eVTIKA: ol TETLXNHEVOL, O XpE-
wpévol, Ta kabikia kai ol tpeloi. Eyw €neca 010 téTapTO.

TToAAEG Qopeg Lod pilaye kal oke@Topovva 8t 8¢v fi€epe &v
elxe amévavti Tov épéva fj kamotov mod pod épotale. Anladr
av fjuovva 6 XpvooPardvtng —o6 VaAANAoOG Kat ilog— fj O
didvpog ddeppdg pov. Movo mov d¢v Exw didvpo adep@od, 6o
adep@ig Exw.

"Etol kal TOxatve va ovvavtnBodue oty eicodo Tig £Tatpeiag,
pod Eleye «tpéxa va pg mpohdPeig!» kt Oppodoe 0TO doavoép,
Kt Onwg avéPatve pod ewvale «unv kAéPegh kai 1 €Rale v’
dvePaivw TpéXOVTAG OXTW OPOPOVG, UETPWVTAG duvaTtd Td
EKATOV oapdvTa Téooepa okaAld, kai oVphiale péoa am’ o
doavoép: «ITo Suvatd, pe xovTpé! Aev Exel Yuxn Héoa oov;».

‘H étapeia Tov €xhetoe TéAn tod ‘80 ki Euelva dvepyog otd
Kahd kabolpeva. AovAeva kovTd TOv EvTeka Xpovia, AAAQ
dvotvx®G¢ mdoTnKa ATMPOETOILAOTOG, €V ol VTOAoLTOL
ovvAadeApoi oV Ekavav €pYyactakd HAPKETIVYK YLd U VEG
Kal Tijyav o¢ dAAa dtedig ypagpik@v texvav apéows. EPAema
BéPata 6T Povhiale TO kapdPt, 6Tt TO TMPAyua THyaLve AT
TO KaKkO 0TO XelpOTEPO, OTL d¢V OTijpXe MAEOV péEAAOV, AAAG
d¢v fiBeda va 1O motéyw. Tati eiya et 10 mapapvdi Tod
‘E€amod®: «Kai Aot oi &Alot va @Oyovv, €0V 8&v Lmdpxet
TePIMTWOT va peivelg xwpig Sovletd»."EtoL thv matnoa.
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Eida tov £€avTd pov va malevet pg ToOv €autd pov ot Adom.
"EBptle 6 Evag TOv &ANo kai tpoonabodoe va tov mviket. Tav-
ToXpOVWG Eyarlav pg katavoln 1o tpomdpio T Kaootavig.

“Yotepa ol dvo yivave €vag dAhog XpvooPfaldvTng, mov TOV

Eleyav YuyoPalavtn, kai wvale Tpig «pué mviyet avtog 6
Avepog». ATo KATOL AmpoodloploTa AKOVYOTAV HLd dpla ATO
v Tooka.

Iepiepyo dverpo.

Agv umopd vd @avtaot® TOv £avTtd pov (ntidvo § maudi T@v
Qavapl®v. AAG obTe kal ToOLG YOVEIG LoV HTOP® VA TOVG
QAVTAOT® va TEPTOLVV Bhpata ékpetallevong &mo Tpitovg,
Kal eidka amo pia pEAAovoa voen.

O natépag pov Twpa eivat 0ydovta €€l €TV, AndoTpatog &&L-
WHATIKOG, AvBpwTog TAG oikoyévelag, TG LeAéTng Kal TRG
"ExkAnoiog."Hovxn Cwn. TIavta pé @povtile, pod davetle kai
e éEvumnpetodoe.

Mob &\eye «mpdoexe, mpooexe, mpooexe!» AN Eyw fjpovva
Tévtlepng EeyavwTog xwpic kamdkt ki O, Tt fifeke Eumaive
Héoa. Avotnpog 0 matépag pov, AAAG kal OTOXWPNTIKOG.
AnAadr), dtav éyw miefa, avtog ékave miow. Nai.

«Mmnapmnd, 6& madw 010 Aovdivo, ddoe pov £katod XIALadeg».
Mo Tic ¢dwoe.

«Mmapmd, éxw éva pikpd xpéog otnv tpdnefar. To EopAnoe
apéowg.

«Mmapumnd, éxw npoPAnua, pumopeig va pod kdvelg wa &vmn-
petnony» Etpeke.

«Mmaumd, mpémel va kavw eicaywyn oTO voookoueio». Me
BorOnoe.
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A¢ pod eixe mel o€ kavéva B¢pa «6x». Twpa oL TO PINOCOPD,
ftav éva okVAL oL YaPyile pa 8¢ daykwve — €y 8¢V TO eixa
KataddPet. Tov oéBopat kat TOV EKTIH®. Méxpt Ta €ikooi Hov
TOV oPoOpovy ToAD. MeTd AmMA®G TOV 0gfOpOLY, YlaTl TEpace
ndpa moAAd. Eival évag GvBpwmog ¢ meipa oty (wr). "Evag
natépag 0¢ Oélel mote 1O Kakd Tod TMadod Tov. XalpoTtav
Tov elya TAVTA OXECELG [HE HOVaOoTNpLa Kai EKkANoieg, glvat
Kt avTog Oeooefovpevog dvBpwmog. ‘OAn 1} oikoyévela €tol
elpaoTe.

‘Otav 01d dekaoXTw pov mépaca 0T oxoA VTa§lwpaTIKOVY
ota Tpikala, pod eine «pmpaPor, AAAA KL §TaV TA TAPATN O KL
gpuya, ytatl 8&v dvtexa dANo, 8¢ pod Epepe kapia avtippnon.
Ag pod €xoye mote 10 §pdpo. Nai.

"Towg, oké@Topatl, yr avTto 8&v €xw @OyeL Akopn Anod TO omiTL,
napolo mov mevnvtaploa. Enedn aiobavouar dogdleta kai
Oalmwpn.

TnAepwvnoa o¢ g maAid ovvddedgo yid va Tiig @ «Xpovia
TOAAG» Kal va TG {nTNow kai Kapd ovvepyacia Kt adT
pod 16 ‘kAewoe Aéyovtag: «Xpvoofalavtn, pE TETVXEG OTNV
oOpTa, T& Aépe AN Qopa».

BAémeig, 1} kupia 8¢ pu& €xel ma dvaykn, etvat Polepévn otoVv
«ABnva 2004» kai maipvet 00 XIALAOEG VP TO Pva oLV TA
UTTOVOUG, dANG B4 Tedelwaoel KATTOLL OTLYHR TO TTAVNYVpL Kai
TOTE v SoDpe. ..

[ToAAoi, BAAwoTe, Takoi pov ovvadelgot mov ebepyeTnOn-
Kav TOANATA@G &mo péva, twpa mov tovg (ntnoa Bornbeta,
pod @épOnkav kvvika. To 8o kal kamotot Emyelpnuatieg ue
HIKpEG ETatpeieg, oL dtav fjpovy 01OV EEanodd pe eixav ota
Oma Oma yi va Tovg mnyaivew dovAetgg kal Twpa moL Tovg
KOWaAE T 0avTLyl Kavouv g 8¢ ué yvwpifovv. Aév metpdlet,
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Exel 0 Oedg. Ag eivat 6ot Tovg kad. ADTO elval ebAoyia 4o
TO YEPOVTA HOV, V& Aéw «Exel 6 Bedg» Kal va Aéw dxopa Kal
0" adToVG oL pE Adiknoav «edXaploT®», yid va Exw kabapn
ovveidnon. Oco pnopd TOV dkovw TO YépovTa pov. Mod €xel
el T MpEmeL V& Kdvw oTr| (wr pov, TG va THV KOVTPOAdpw
yta va punv kataln§w oto tpehddiko.

Otav kanotog €xet ntwyeboel, KOLTAel TOG va T Pydlet xwpig
Ae@Td. Oéler va miel kamov €vav kage dwpedv. O¢lel va
kabioet kamov kal va piAnoel.”Exw kdvel peydAn €pevva &mi
TG appaykiag.

I'U adtov 10 Aoyo kabe Kvprakn mpwi, petd Tn Aettovpyia oTnv
Ayia Eipnvn, otijv Aidlov, mepvdw amo v AyyAikaviki) ExkAn-
ola, 6nov mpoo@épovv kagé. Ki &v pdhiota pmelg péoa kai
napakolovdnoelg TN Aettovpyia Tovg, 6od Kavovv dWpo Kt Eva
Bpnoxevtikd Piphio. Zta dyyhika PéPata. (Mmopel va pn wwAdw
T YAwooa, dAA& kavéva BiffAio dev mael otpdet padi pov.)

ITpoomab® va 1) Pydhw AdBpa. Nai.

(pp. 16-17)

AMG Exw petaviwoet. Maptug pov 6 O@eo6. Exw petavidoet
TKPA YL OAa doa Exw kavel. OéAw va Td d@riow Tiow pov Kal
v amotoAunow €va véo Eekivnpa.

At B¢ w olte Epwpéveg oUTe ENa@peg yuvaikeg oUTe TOPVELeG.
Oélw va eipat kovta 010 Oed. Ki dv Ekeivog pod xapioet
yuvaika coPapry, T0Te Evtagel, edxapiotwg va EABw pali tng
elg yapov kowvwviav. Av 8¢ pod xapioet kal Oéhet yevd kaho-
YEPOG, TaAL EVTa&eL.
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IToAD kOOpO €xw Kdvel TEpa, ylatl €ida mwg avTol ol dvOpw-
mot 8¢V €xovv Timota va pod dwoovv. Eivat tpumiot kovPade.
‘Amatol.

O w va W dkovel dtav mpooevxopat 6 ADTOV. Makpla amod
éuéva oi metpaopot, Kopte.

Kai Ayotepovg ¢@idovg 0élw €miong. Aiyovg kai kahovg.
"Hpepovg, Tipovg, va pr pué mviyovv. Na un pod divovv peé 1o
Eva xépt Avtiao@uloyovo pdoka évad pg to dAlo pixvovv
S10&eidio Tod dvBpakog. Ti meptpévovy, v xaldoel 1| paoka
yi& va okaow; "Etor €xovpe yivel. AT givar Svotvxdg 1)
obyxpovn abnvaikn vootpomia, mov 8¢ pag agnvet va maAa-
vt{dpovpe obte Ta Xpén pag obte Tig Sovlelég pag. And movo
Yuxiic HIAAw adTH TH OTLYHN.

(pp. 18-17)

'O kvplog I. kai 6 kOplog T., dtav p& PAémovy, ué¢ ewvaiovv
TAVTA OTHV Ttapé€a TOvg Kai pe kepvave. Avtol €xovv yepo
TOPTOPOAL, Taipvouv TaxvAég ovvtdéelg, eiompdtTovv Kt
EEL-£@Ta voikla 0 kaBévag. BAémovv éuéva mov elpal xwpig
Ae@ta kat pe kepvave. Tig mpodlleg mob pod eimav «Ela,
XpvooPalavtn, va mielg katw, €Pala td kAdpata — v
Eépw ylati. IBavov ano aydmn.

IIpox0ég, mov pe eidav mat kai u¢ pawvagav, 6¢v kdbioa padi
TOVG, U maoav oi vipomés. Na eipat mevivta xpovav Kai va
e kepvave oi dAlot. ITod p& katavtnoe 6 E&anoda...
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(pp. 90-92)

Oélw, av yivetal, o Eva xpovo va Exw mavTpevTel Kal va Xw
aenoet éykvo Th yvvaika pov, va yivw ocdviopa matépag.
N& dwow oTOV £avTo pov pid kataiwon, Kal MOTEVW TTMOG
10 aidoio & umopéoel va pod Ty mpoo@épel. EAmi{w va prv
kavw AdBog. Oéhw €miong éva omitt ko pov yid va (@ ue
T yvvaika kai 10 audi pov. (A¢ yivetat va {noovpe pe Tovg
YOVEIG pov kai Tig ddep@ég pov, 6¢v eivat mpémov.) ‘Eva omitt
UIKPO Kal Tamewvo, kamov mapaliakd, petafd ABnvag kai
KopivBov, fj €va Siapeplopatdkl, T@V mevvia €0Tw TETPA-
YVIK®V, 010 Aovdivo.

OéAw péoa 0 adT T& Aiya TETPAYWVIKA V& 0TEYAoOLLE T {wn
Hag, Tov EpwTd pag, Ta Ovelpd pag. Av twpa SlamioTwow Tt
600 E\etma ot Sovheld, adTh miye kai pod EevomndnxTnke,
10T £Xw VO EMAOYEG: T va TpE€w VA KAELOTD 0 HOVAGTHPL T
va aw vTovypoL oTo Yuxtatpelo. Kai 1ote Towg va Thv kKavw
VA HETAVIWOEL Y& TNV apapTwAr tng mpakn. Na tig dnpiovp-
YNow, g TNV A&LOTPETT| LoV OTAOT), TEPATTLEG EVOXEG.

‘H (wn pov 6An eivar W xvpia
HLo pg pixvet ota (eotd
Kal g P el oTa kpoa.

To va dmoméoel wa yvvaika otod apaptnua Tfg potxeiag
onpaivel 6Tt €xet mpoomepacel OAa T 0TASIA TG HETAREAELAG
KL EXEL QTAOEL OTTV TWPWOT. ATO T potxeia 6 &vpag maipvel
fdovn, évd 1 yvvaika tO petaAAio Tfig Stapbopdg. 1o yoyi-
atpeio Ba mryatva yud ékdiknon, yia va tiig Aéve Shou: «dtov
oov, Ee@Tihopévn yuvaika, TOV Tpélaveg TOV &vOpwmno». Eva
070 povaothpt Ba mryarva o moAd ya T Sikr pov fpepia,
Yl va pmopéow va v Eexdow. Tatl motevw nwg dtav kabi-
oelg Kal TelG o0& €va yepovTakl U Tplupéva pdoa TOV TOVO
oov, T0Te 0 @0 Ba 00D mpooeépet Npepia Yuxig.
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10 Bépa TG NAkiag 6&v Exw emepdoel kamola TAUTOV.
Oélw dnAadn 1 yvvaika pov va eivat Tovdaxlotov déka-Oe-
Kamévte Xpovia pkpotepn pov. Kai peyalvtepn Stagopa d¢
0a pe meipale, ki &g Eleyav Aot «O TATOVG UE TO LAVOVAL.
[Tavtwg 10 Mapvdkt ftav OvTwg avovht — okETO HOVTENO.
‘Evd 1} Pwpw 8¢v fjtave tO00 wpaia, dAN& fTav kavlompe-
TNG. ATO HaKpLd QavOTaV 1) Yuvaika, Eé0TeAve owviala. AVTO
8¢ onuaiver 6Tt 60eg vIOvovTal KATIWG €lval TOVTAVEG Kal
oi dAAeg eivat oi kaAéq. T'a va €§nyodueda: Kai i Méyaipa,
TapOAo MOV @opoDoE CULVTNPNTIKA TAYEPAKLA, NTAV OTHV
yoxn movtava. Kai 1} yvvaika 100’E§amod® vruvotav oepvd,
dAN& otV kapdia eixe @idia. Onote €0@ d¢v kpivovpe TO
VTOOLHo AAAA TO dmopéoa.

Mo eine 6 @ilog pov 6 E. &t €ide ) Pwpm pe OV katvovpyto
NG YKOUEVO, O 6TI010G glval TOGO dxapog, TOL ANopPEl WG TOV
KUKAo@QOpel. Avo péTpa YnAog kal moAd advvatog, oav Tnhe-
ypa@o&ulo. ITiotevw Aotmov OTL ol TEPLOOOTEPES YUVAIKEG
gxouv TA okaTd péoca Tovg. Oewpel Twpa avTh 1 PAappévn
611 10 EUAdyyovpo oL £xEL KOVTA TNG, AVTOG O dxapog, elval
0 TOmog 6 ¢ETpiy;

Zké@Topat 0TV avtoPloypagia pov va falw tov Titho «Ava-
pvnoeg pdg kakdyovotng (wigr. Tatt dAwg Eexivoa )
(w1} pove mioteya ot idéeg, o0& peyaleia, ot dvBpwmovg, kai
070 TéNoG KatdvTnoa aofevav énaitng.
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(p. 101)

‘Epevv® 10 mpodowTo Tiig kdbe yvvaikag ovotnpatik®s. Eivat
npoPAnpatiopévo; Eival xapoyehaotd; Eival mepumomnpévo;
"Exet pa €ayn 1 lowg wa dAAompocaiin OAiyn; Mnnwg 1
Aeyapevn 16 xet meTd&el TeAka TO kamioTpy; Apa i) PAEmelg
Evplopévn ot @pvdia, va E€peg dtL Ba ot Eupioet. Eyyun-
péva. Katalapaivew ma g tnv mpwtn &v 1 yvvaika pé mAnot-
ACeL yia Ae@Td, &v TpayHaTika e youotdpet fj &v pé Sovleve.
To &pw. Elpatl mepmatnuévog.

(p. 234)

Xpovo mpoowmikd &V Exw kabolove Tpéxw OAN pépa, Kkal
TAPAKOA® TO @0 va Ppd Hid SoVAEld VA OTEPLWOW, VA
Ealagpwow Aiyo td xpén pov. Kai Oé w kdmota otiyun, mpiv
KAglow TA HATIA OV, V& QOPEOW TO HOVAXIKO OXfpa kal va
ndw oto Aylov’'Opog, 0¢ pia dSpopen Kai flovxn oknTn. Zav
A Tpwon PAETW TO HOVAXIKO pACO, VA ATTAAAAY® ATIO aDTOVG
ToUG dvBpwmovg mob Ovopalovtal oikoyévetd pov. Na €xw
TO KEAAKL pov, TRV fovyia pov, yid va (Now émtélovg oav
avBpwmog. Tati 6 &vtpag, ®G yvwoTtodv, petd ta £Envta Béhel
Vv novyia tov. Eyw, dvotux®g, Exw Xaoel dpkeTd Xpovia
— Bpédnka VO TV ékpetdAAevon mopvidiwv Kai OTVYVOV
¢pyodotdv."Hpovv kakopilikog.
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(p- 250)
‘H ylaya XpvooPalavtia ta eixe xaoet 610 110G,

‘Onotog épxotav 010 omitt pag 1oV pwtodoe: «Na 00D Pydlw
H potoypapios». Kat mpiv mpoAaPet va tfjg dmavtroel,
ofKkwve Tf @ovoTta Tng Kal Tod €detxve TO Ppaki TnG.

To ékave o0& OAovg ToLG émoKkEMTEG pag dve§atp€Twg. Tvopa-
otav pelill. Eidka av eixe mpolafet, kpued 4’ Tr) péva pov, va
EePpakwBel. Kai va oke@Tel Kaveig §TL pHag EMOKETTOVTAV TOTE
iepelg, EKKANOLAOTIKOL EMITPOTIOL, OTPATIWTIKOL UE TIG KLPiEG
TovG. (BéPata, Ta matdid Tovg k&vayv mavnyvpt He Th ylaytd.)

210 télog 8¢ Palape kavévay 010 omitt. O matépag vipendtav
Y& T péva tov kai Eéomaye ot papd. ‘O Ogdg va v dva-
Tavoel, pag dnpovpynoe peydho mpoPAnpa otd teevtaia Tng.
M’ €xovv mdoel maAL ol oPieg pov. Av mapw Kt Eym Amd TN
ylaytd pov; Av 10 €xw KL &yw oTa yovidid pov; Tpépw oty idéa.
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God is my witness
Makis Tsitas

Translated from the Greek by Irene Noel-Baker

(pp. 11-15)

There are four kinds of employer: successful ones, debtors,
losers, and the insane. I got the fourth.

Often he spoke to me and I wondered if he knew it was me
standing there or someone like me. Was I actually Chrysoval-
antis — his employee and friend - or my twin brother? Except
I have no twin brother, just two sisters.

If ever we met in the lobby at work, he would tell me to “run
up and get there first!”, then he would make a dash for the
lift and shout “no cheating!” as it went up, and force me to
run up eight floors counting the 144 steps out loud, while he
yelled at me from inside the lift: “Run faster fatty! Where’s
your get-up-and-go?”

His company closed at the end of 1980, and out of the blue I
was jobless. I had been with him for 11 years, but sadly I was
caught unawares, though my colleagues had been busy doing
their own marketing for months and went straight on to work
for other graphic designers. Naturally, I saw that the ship was
going down, that things were going from bad to worse, that
there was no future anymore, but I didn’t want to believe it. Old
Nick was telling tales and I fell for it: “Let them all go, there’s
no way you'll be out of work.” That’s where I screwed up.

I saw myself grappling with myself in the mud. The two of
us were swearing and trying to strangle one another. While
simultaneously chanting the Hymn of Kassiani.
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Then the two of us became another Chrysovalantis, a dif-
ferent one, whose name was Psychovalantis, and he shouted
thrice, “this wind is choking me.” While from somewhere in
the distance could be heard an aria from Tosca.

A peculiar dream.

I don’t see myself as a beggar or a down-and-out. But neither
do I see my parents being exploited by a third party, and in
particular a bride-to-be.

My father is now 86-years-old, a retired officer, a family man,
well read, a churchgoer. He leads a quiet life. He has always
taken care of me, lent me money and helped me out.

He would always tell me to “be careful, be careful, be careful!”
but I was a battered old pot without a lid. Anything that
wanted to, got in. He was strict, my father, but not unyielding.
Meaning that when I insisted, he would give in. Yes he would.

“Dad, I'm going to London, give me 100,000.” He gave it to
me.

“Dad, I have a small overdraft at the bank.” He paid it off at
once.

“Dad, I have to be admitted to hospital.” He rushed to sort it
out.

He never said “no” to me about anything. Now that I think
about it, he was all bark and no bite - I hadn’t realised.
I honour and respect him. Until I was 20, I was extremely
afraid of him. Then I simply respected him, because he’s been
through such a lot. He’s a man with experience of life. A father
never wishes his child ill. He liked it that I was always in and
out of monasteries and churches, he’s a god-fearing man too.
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All our family are.

When I was 18, and I got into the academy for non-commis-
sioned officers in Trikala, he said, “Well done.” But when I
chucked it in and left, because I couldn’t stand it anymore, he
made no objection.

He never stood in my way. No he didn’t.

Maybe, I think, that’s why I haven’t left home yet, although
I'm 50 now. Because I feel safe and secure.

I phoned a former colleague to wish her well on her Name
Day, and ask if we might put a project together. She put the
phone down on me, saying, “Chrysovalantis, you've caught
me at the door, let’s talk another time.”

You see, the lady no longer has any need of me. She’s got a job
for ‘Athens 2004’, earning 2,000 euros a month plus bonuses.
But the party will be over soon and then we’ll see...

So many of them, old colleagues who’ve benefitted frequently
from me in the past, are turning nasty now when I ask them
for help. It’s the same with the small businesses. When I was
with Nick, they were all over me to bring them work and now
it’s dried up they pretend not to recognise me. Never mind,
God will provide. I wish them well. That’s a saying I've got
from my old man, I say “God will provide” and I even say
“thank you” to people who have behaved badly to me, so that
my conscience is clear. I try to listen to my old man as much
as possible. He has told me what to do in life, how I should
handle things so I don’t end up in an asylum.

When you fall on hard times, you find ways to get by without
money. You want to get a free cup of coffee somewhere. You
want to sit down somewhere and talk. I have done major
research into penury.
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Which is why every Sunday morning, after the service at Agia
Eirini in Aiolou, I pass by the Anglican Church where they
give out coffee. And if you go inside and follow their service,
they present you with a religious book. In English, naturally
(I may not speak the language, but no book is wasted on me).

I try to get by on the cheap. Yes I do.

(pp. 16-17)

But I regret it. God is my witness. I bitterly regret everything
I have done. I want to leave it all behind me and start again.

I don’t want lovers or tarts or prostitutes. I want to be close to
God. And if He grants me a serious woman, then fine, I will
happily join with her in holy matrimony. If he does not grant
it so, and wants me to be a monk, that’s fine too.

I've pushed away a lot of people, because I saw they have
nothing to offer me. They are leaky buckets. Swindlers.

I want Him to hear me when I pray. Keep me away from temp-
tation, Lord.

I would actually prefer to have fewer friends. Few but good.
Calm, honest, I don’t want to be smothered. I don’t want them
to give me an oxygen mask with one hand and spray me with
tear gas with the other. What’s the point, as soon as the mask
breaks I’ll suffocate. Which is where we’ve ended up. This,
unfortunately, is the current Athenian mentality, that will not
let us juggle our debts and our jobs. It pains my heart to say so.
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(pp. 17-18)

Mr I and Mr T always call me over when they see me and offer
me a drink. They have full wallets, they get big fat pensions,
and they each take in five-six rental incomes. They know I
have no money so they buy me drinks. The other day when
they said “Come on over, Chrysovalantis, have a drink,” I
started crying — I don’t know why. Most likely out of love.

They saw me again recently and called me over but I didn’t sit
with them. I felt ashamed. To be 50 and have my drinks paid
for by others. That’s what I've been reduced to by old Nick...

(pp. 90-92)

I would like, if possible, to be married within the year and
have made my wife pregnant, to become a father soon. To
have a sense of achievement, and I think the pudenda may
be able to offer me that. I hope I'm not mistaken. I also want
a home of my own to live in with my wife and child. It’s no
good living with my parents and my sisters, it wouldn’t be
proper. A home, small and humble, somewhere by the sea,
between Athens and Corinth, or a little flat, even if it is only
50 square metres, in London.

I would like within those few square metres to build our life,
our love, our dreams. If I found out that while I was away at
work she had gone and had it off with someone else, I would
have two choices: either to shut myself away in a monastery,
or to go directly to a psychiatric hospital. And then maybe I'd
make her regret her sinful deed. And generate in her, with my
dignified attitude, a massive sense of guilt.
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My whole life is one woman
one moment she’s hotter than hot
the next she freezes me out.

When a woman falls into the sin of adultery, it means that she
has gone past all the stages of repentance and arrived at cor-
ruption. In adultery, a man takes delight, whereas a woman sets
the seal upon her vice. I would go to the psychiatric hospital
for the sake of revenge, so that everyone would say: “I spit on
you, worthless woman, you have driven the man mad.” To the
monastery I would go more for my own peace of mind, so that
I could forget her. Because I do believe that when you sit down
and tell a little old man in a worn cassock your pain, then God
will offer you spiritual peace.

On the question of age, there are certain traditions I cannot over-
come. In other words, I would like my wife to be at least 10 or 15
years younger than me. Even a greater age difference wouldn’t
bother me, and let them all say, “There goes granddad with his
bit of skirt.” Anyway, Marinaki was truly a nice bit of skirt — as
good as any model. Whereas Roro was not all that lovely, but you
could get it up for her. You could feel the woman in her from a
long way off, she sent out signals. That doesn’t mean that women
who dress up somewhat are sluts and all the others are good.
Let there be no mistake: even Megaera, who wore conservative
twinsets, was the soul of prostitution. And old Nick’s wife always
dressed decently, but at heart she was a snake.

My friend X told me that he saw Roro with her new man,
who is so unattractive one wonders how she can bear to go
out with him. Two metres tall and thin as a telegraph pole.
Consequently, I believe that most women are full of shit. Does
that halfwit really think the scarecrow she has with her, that
ugly mug, is such a big deal?
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I am thinking of making the title of my autobiography,
Memoirs of a Tawdry Life. Because I didn’t begin my life like
this. I believed in ideas, in greatness, in people, and I ended
up a worthless nobody.

(p. 101)

I study the face of every woman, methodically. Is she trou-
bled? Is she cheerful? Is she nicely made up? Does she breath
vitality or an unaccountable melancholy? Has the woman in
question finally thrown down the reins? If you see that she’s
shaved her eyebrows, you know that she will shave you. Guar-
anteed. I can tell straight away if a woman is approaching me
for money, if she really fancies me or is just having me on. I
can tell. I've been around.

(p. 234)

Time for myself I don’t have at all. I run around all day, and
pray to God that I'll be able to hold down a job, to lighten my
debts a little. And some time, before I lay me down finally, I
would like to wear a monk’s habit and go to the Holy Moun-
tain, to a beautiful and peaceful hermitage. The monk’s habit
I see as a deliverance, a refuge from the people who call them-
selves my family. Just to have my little cell, my peace and quiet,
so that I can finally live like a human being. I have, unfortu-
nately, wasted too many years — I have been taken advantage
of by whores and ruthless employers. I was born unlucky.
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(p. 250)
Grandmother Chrysovalantia had lost it by the end.

Whenever anyone came to our house, she would ask: “May
I take your photograph?” And before they had a chance to
answer, she would lift up her skirt and show them her knickers.

She did it to all our visitors without exception. We became a
joke. Especially if she’d managed, without my mother notic-
ing, to take off her knickers. And to think that at that time
we were being visited by priests, church committees, military
men and their wives (of course, their children had a whale of
a time with Grandma).

By the end, we didn’t let anyone into the house. Dad was
embarrassed by Grandma and took it out on Mum. God rest
her soul, she created huge problems for us by the end.

I'm having panic attacks again. What if I take after Grandma?
What if I have it in my genes? I tremble at the thought.
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Biography

Oddny Eir Avarsdéttir was born in 1972. She completed a doctoral minor degree at Sorbonne
University, as well as carrying out research in Icelandic museum field studies. She has written
three autobiographical novels, translated and edited literary works, organised visual arts events
and ran a visual arts space in New York and Reykjavik (Dandruff Space) in collaboration with
her brother, archaeologist Uggi Avarsson. Together they run the publishing company Apaflasa
(Monkey Dandruff). She has also worked as editor of the environmental web site Nattura.info.
Heim til mins hjarta was nominated for the cultural prize of the newspaper DV in 2009. Jardnaedi
was nominated for the Icelandic Literary Award in 2011 and won the Icelandic Women's Litera-
ture Prize in 2012.

Synopsis

Land of Love, Plan of Ruins is written in the form of a diary, describing a period in the narrator’s
life where she is preoccupied by the search for a place to belong and an urge to settle down.
Paradoxically enough, this drives her to embark on all kinds of journeys, physically and men-
tally, through time and space, in order to find answers to questions that not only concern her
personally but also the whole of mankind. She explores various modes of living, ponders differ-
ent types of relationships and contemplates her bond with her family, land and nation; trying
to find a balance between companionship and independence, movement and stability, past,
present and future.

As in her two earlier novels, Oddny Eir's text verges on the autobiographical and is thus highly
personal. At the same time it is philosophical in nature, even scholarly at times. Furthermore,
her inclination towards fantasy always shines through, as she creates her own version of the
reality around us, making her descriptions of the dilemmas of daily life first and foremost an
inner journey of a vivid imagination.
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Basel, blooruselsdagur, stérstreymi, fullt tungl

Vid satum inni i eldhtsi fram undir hadegi og reeddum um
rymi og hus. Eg sagdist halda ad ég vildi eiga eitt hus vid sj6 og
annad inni i landi. Eyugla sagdi okkur pa fra husi Anais Nin 1
Kaliforniu, pad er i japonskum stil med risastérri vinnustofu
par sem hun hafdi algjort needi til skrifta. Pangad for hun
reglulega arin sin i Ameriku, var gift tveimur ménnum og
for 4 milli peirra, atti heima { tveimur mjog 6likum husum.
Ja, hérna, petta pottu mér tidindi. Ad hun hefdi lifad svona
algjorlega tvofoldu lifi.

Litli kofinn hans Strindbergs er uti 4 litilli eyju inni { skogi
og par stendur skrifbordid hans enn, aleitt, sagdi einn Seppi
sem kom sterkur inn i umraduna. Einhvern veginn finnst
mér eins og nedid sem Strindberg sottist eftir hafi verid tomt
eda neikveett, nedi i einhverskonar hvergi pvi hann sétti
skopunarkraft sinn i einveru og sjalfsvorkunn. Eg held ad Nin
hafi frekar sost eftir needi sem var hladio fjori og minningum
pvi hun virdist hafa sott sinn kraft i samskiptin, sagdi Seppi.

Eg veit ekki hvort petta er rétt greining en liklega parf ég
hvort tveggja, algjora einveru og astrik samskipti. En vonandi
parfnast skopunarkraftur minn bara eins eiginmanns! Hann
verdur ad vera jafningi minn. Madur sem ég er ekki had og
sem er ekki hadur mér en sem kys af viljastyrk og i gledi ad
vera bara med mér. Og ég vil audvitad bara vera med honum
pott ég skreppi hugsanlega sudur til Kaliforniu.

Eg sit { naeturlestinni, stefni 4 Gare du Nord.
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Hveragerdi, benadagur ad vetri, tungl legst

Mér gengur ageetlega ad vinna hérna. Best finnst mér ad
vinna fram eftir néttu. Vakna vid bank br6é pegar hann
kemur ur borginni 4 leid til embeettisstarfanna 1ti 4 landi.
Fer & sloppnum nidur ad opna, svo upp i eldhts ad steikja
békhveitiskonsur og hita kaffi. Vid erum med séfa i eldhusinu,
gamlan ledurséfa sem afi hannadi og 1ét smida. bar er gott ad
leggja sig eftir kaffid og reeda um forsendur minjaverndar og
onnur grundvallarmal 4dur en hann rykur af stad, ma engan
tima missa. Oft feer hann p6 ad kika ddur, en pad er mesta
traustsyfirlysing um heimili; ef madur finnur nadi til svo
personulegra athafna i annarra hibylum pd er par sannkallad
nadhus.

Minn madur nytur pessara samverustunda lika. Pa er hann
yfirleitt buinn ad vinna sina vinnu og er afslappadur og a
milli peirra tveggja hefur myndast enn meira traust. Peir gera
grin hvor ad 60rum, pad grin byrjadi eiginlega strax en er
mjog godlatlegt, en peir dast lika mjog reglulega ad buningum
hvor annars og spekulera mikid i efni og vefnadi. Annar segir
a0 skoskur vefnadur sé bestur og hinn ad italskur sé betri
og svo rifja peir med s6knudi upp ullarfétin sem voru ofin {
verksmidjunni hans afa.

Einn daginn sagdi Fugli okkur undarlegan draum, hann sagdi
mér reyndar fra honum fyrst en ég hvatti hann til ad segja
Ugla hann. Peir urdu badir mjog vandradalegir, hlégu hatt en
attu ekki ord. Ja, hver andskotinn.

Draumurinn var svona: Fuglafreedingurinn stakk pumalfingri
a bolakaf upp i afturenda minjavardarins. Ja eins og ekkert
veeri og hlo. Og hvad svo? Eg man pad ekki, sagdi Fugli
vandradalegur.
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Hveragerdi, Valentinusardagur, tungl heest

Eg var ad 4tta mig 4 pvi ad vid hittumst nu ordid eiginlega
aldrei i hjonariminu, hann er sofnadur pegar ég kem upp i og
hann er 16ngu farinn fram ur pegar ég vakna.

Eg spurdi hann hvort vid attum ad hittast reglulega inni i
svefnherbergi um midjan daginn. Ju, hann var til i pad. Meetti
til leiks & mindtunni prju med sperrt eyrun en pa hafdi ég
gleymt timanum og sat i druslulegum morgunslopp med
hreidur { hnakka og stirur ad reyna ad bua til krossgatu. Vid
akvadum pa bara ad tefla { stadinn, hann er ad kenna mér
mannganginn. Hann er polinmdédur kennari og leyfir mér
stundum ad vinna. En ég er ekki alveg komin 1 tengsl vid
skakmeistarann i mér. Panikin er minn veiki hlekkur. Og
pegar ég panikera get ég ekki einbeitt mér ad leiknum, fer ad
pela i taflinu sem fyrirbeeri, pad er sjalfsagt einhver vorn {
heilanum. Hvort hrékurinn geeti hugsanlega verid kalladur
Bessi eda hvort pad nafn eigi ekki betur vid biskupinn sem {
raun er med klofid hofud eins og fifl.

Eg hef verid ad velta fyrir mér 6rprifaradum. Hvort veeri
snidugt ad skipuleggja eggjandi stundir, leigja ljdsblaar
myndir i sjoppunni nidri og skokka ut i dlnavérubud eftir
sokkabondum. Hin alreemda fléaerétik. Verst ad ég geeti
aldrei sett a svid leikrit fyrir hann, ég feri alltaf ad hlwja.
Er pa samband okkar ordid eins og systkinasamband? Par
sem hldturinn og hlyjan i ndndinni tekur svo mikid pldss ad
kynferdisprain rimast par ekki?

Er burleskan pa okkar nesta tilraun? Eda er pad eins og
klamid, endastdd, fyrirsjaanleg skrumskaeling 4 pram fyrir pa
sem eru ekki bunir ad vinna sig ut ur nidurleegingunni sem
tylgir valdafikn eda valdaleysi? Klamid snyst um skdmmina
en pad opnast aldrei inn ad audmyktinni, pad kréar prana af
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svo hun ner ekki ad umbreytast. Endurtekningin leidir til
proskastédnunar. Sumir virdast pé na ad braggast furduvel og
fagurfreedilega i klami en ég hef ekki enn hitt pann sem hefur
samhlida prodast a tilfinningasvidinu.

Eg man hvad ég vard fyrir sirum vonbrigdum med klamid
sem gegnumbrot vestreennar kynskynjunar. Er petta pa 6ll
transgressjonin? Verdur pad ekkert frumlegra? Nei, ég meina
ekki ljétara, yktara, heldur meira inn 4 vid, meira salfredilega
ograndi an pess ad verda ad ofbeldi? Er ekki meira spennandi
ad reynaa polmork samlifsins an skammbhlaups yfir i ofbeldid?

Cumbria, Porldksmessa d sumri, aukancetur

Gskast

Systirin skrifar i dagbokina sina ad pau hafi legid saman i
moéanum systkinin og hlustad a4 andardratt hvort annars og a
vatnid i loftinu og ad hann hafi sagst imynda sér ad svona yrdi
pad i grofinni, i algjoru nedi ad hlusta a kyrrd jardarinnar
i nand vid sina nanustu. Undir yvidartrénu. Mig langadi
ad leggjast par og hvila mig. Nema hvad. Eg mundi eftir
ordunum hennar Eyuglu, barattusystur minnar. Pegar hun
var upptendrud ad fatta hver veeri munurinn a okkar barattu
og annarri eldri: Nei, ekki back to nature heldur forward!
Afram til nittGrunnar!

Eg sé ad krakurnar flugu allar { humatt og voru ad flyta sér.
Svo ég tok bara einn kongul upp af gétu minni og hljop a eftir
peim, kvaddi Vatnahéradid.

Af hverju féor Dorothy ekki bara ad buia med Coleridge til
demis? Af hverju bjuggu pau ekki til vinabt saman? Hefdu pa
getad buid til dynamiskari tengsl vid ba Williams. I stadinn
var hun alveg ofan i honum og vard 4 endanum punglynd af
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nandinni sem kannski hefur ekki nad ad proskast eftir allt
saman.

ba sa ég litid skilti: Uglusvaedid. Velti fyrir mér punglyndi og
nand, hvada tengsl getu verid par 4 milli. Hvad med ugluna?
Hun verpir i annarra hreidur, oft falkahreidrur, en er samt
engum had. Var Dorothy um of had brédur sinum? Var
pad meinid? AJ vera hadur nandinni, pa er kannski stutt {
punglyndid.

O, 6hafa er ad tefja i rémantiskri gedfro, gela vid ad bta
med brédur sinum og konu hans, i afthysi, skonsu, skrifa og
mjodlka geiturnar. Nt ma ég engan tima missa! Af stad, gamli
geldfugl, sodna skynfifl, bjéllurnar verda hljémlausar og
rendurnar upplitast 4 klofnu hdfunni pinni nema pu hlaupir
nina! Bimm-bamm og bomm, froskur i bauk og ormur i 4.

Eg er ad lesa um hinn gotneska anda { bék Ruskins, pad er
raud flurud bok, laufskreytt. Par greinir hann hinn gotneska
anda nidur i nokkur samvaxin element:

villiedli, fjolbreytileiki, breytingapra, nain tengsl vid
natturuna, fjarstedukennd tengslamyndun eda groéteska,
6hamid imyndunarafl, agi og prjoska, orleeti, eyjumynstur?

Holstjoll, dyjamosadagur, vaxandi tungl

bad er heldur kalt uti { dag og vid kiirum okkur inni i kofa
og lesum. Fugli heggur vid i eldinn, hér inni er funheitt og
notalegt. Hann er ad lesa adra bok eftir Thomas Bernhard,
Leidrétting, um tvifara Wittgensteins sem aeetlar ad byggija
systur sinni hid fullkomna hus. Wittgenstein kom til Islands
a4 sinum tima og ferdadist um landid & hesti med vini sinum.
Var vist medal annars ad leita sér ad jaronezdi. Byggdi sér
sidan kofa uppi i hlid 1 Noregi, pinulitinn kofa par sem hann
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gat verid i nadi til ad hugsa. Pad er nefnilega dtrulegt hvad
madur parf mikid nadi vilji madur hugsa heila hugsun.

Eg er ad lesa ntina skyrslu eftir Ugla sem er feddur sama
dag og Wittgenstein. Skyrsla hans um rannsékn & uppruna
byggdarinnar 4 Holsfjollum. Hann gerdi rannséknina a4 Holi,
hér enn lengra uti i audninni. Hann sagdi vid mig i vor ad
parna @ttum vid systkinin jafnvel helst ad setja upp okkar
bu. Geitabu. Parna veri okkar stadur, hann veri ad hugsa um
ad bjoda i jordina og byggja okkur hus par sem fjolskyldur
okkar geetu buid og pabbi og mamma og d6mmurnar komid
til okkar og buid med okkur. Mér leist ljomandi vel 4 pad. En
bessir draumar voru til umradu 4dur en Kinverjinn sprengdi
upp prisinn...

[ ritgerdinni segir hann frd pjédségu um fyrstu ébuendur
4 HOli. Pad hafi verid ein Gudran ur Jokulsarhlidinni, hin
fraa Fjalla-Gunnsa sem var gerd utleeg pegar upp komst ad
hun gekk med barn brodur sins undir belti, for til fjalla med
tveimur geitum, gréf sig inn i hél og rektadi svo jordina,
veiddi silung og kom upp blémlegu bui. Pa kom brédir hennar
til hennar asamt hinum systkinunum og pau bjuggu i satt og
samlyndi fjarri mannabyggdum og i trassi vid 16g um langa
hrid.

Nu eru adrir timar. Stéru fjarhtsin eru eins og minnisvardi um
omurlega buskaparstefnu. Storbuskaparstefna, storidjustefna.
Af hverju ekki smaidnadur, smabuskapur { 6dru hagkerfi?
bad fengust engir styrkir til haegfara uppbyggingar, allt atti
ad gerast strax og verda stort. [ stad pess ad hlta ad litlum
sjalfsteedum einingum i gagnkveemum tengslum var keyrt a
utpenslustefnu sem hafdi ekkert vionam nema eigin hnignun
sem var fyrirsjaanleg pvi pad var aldrei stefnt ad pvi ad gera
buskapinn sjalfbeeran.
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Eg held ad beendur @ttu ad fara i sdlgreiningu og endurhugsa
tengsl sin vid jordina og karlmennskuna. Og ekki bara
beendur. Oll f6sturborn jardarinnar purfa ad leera ad fostra
hana.
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Translated from the Icelandic by Jane Appleton

Basel, Hooded Seal Day, spring tide, full moon

We sat in the kitchen until midday talking about space and
housing. I said I thought I’d like to have one place by the sea and
another inland. Owlie then told us about Anais Nin’s house in
California, in the Japanese style with a huge studio where she
had total peace and quiet to write. She went there often during
her years in America, was married to two men and went between
them, had a home in two very different houses. Well, this sure
surprised me. That she’d lived such a completely double life.

Strindberg’s little cabin is out on a small island in a forest where
his desk still stands, all alone, said Snoopy, who took an active
part in the discussion. Somehow I feel as though the space
that Strindberg sought was empty or negative, space in some
kind of nowhere because he looked for his creative strength in
solitude and self-pity. I think Nin looked rather for space that
was shaped by vitality and memory because she seems to have
drawn her strength from interaction, Snoopy said.

I don’t know which is the correct analysis but I probably need
both: complete solitude and affectionate interaction. But
hopefully my creativity only needs one husband! He has to be
my equal. A man on whom I am not dependent and who isn’t
dependent on me but who choses willingly and gladly to be
just with me. And of course I want only to be with him even
though I might pop south to California.

I'm on the night train, heading for Gare du Nord.

The European Union Prize for Literature 2014 83



Land of Love, Plan of Ruins

Hveragerdi, wintertime day of prayer, moon on the horizon

Working here is going very well. I like working late at night
best of all. Wake with a start when my brother Owl knocks,
on his way from the city to official business out in the coun-
tryside. Go down in my dressing gown to open, then up to the
kitchen to make buckwheat pancakes and coffee. We have a
sofa in the kitchen, the old leather sofa Grandpa designed and
had made. It’s good to lie down after coffee and talk about
the premises for conservation areas and other fundamental
matters before he rushes off, no time to waste. Often he takes
the chance to poo first, the biggest vote of confidence in a
home; if a person feels at ease for such a personal act in anoth-
er’s dwelling then that’s a true restroom, room of rest.

My husband Birdy enjoys these moments together too. He’s
usually finished work by then and is relaxed, and between
the two of them even more trust has formed. They make fun
of each other, have done from the start actually, but it’s very
congenial, and they also very often admire each other’s outfits
and reflect a lot on material and fabric. One says that Scottish
fabric is best and the other that Italian is better and then they
reminisce with a sense of loss about the woollens that were
woven in Grandpa’s workshop.

One day Birdy told my brother and me about a peculiar dream
he’d had, he told me about it first in fact, but I urged him to
tell Owl too. They both became very embarrassed, laughed
loudly but didn’t say anything. Yes, what the fuck.

The dream went like this: Birdy the ornithologist stuck his
thumb deep into Owl’s behind. As though that were perfectly
normal, and laughed. And what then? I don’t remember, said
Birdy awkwardly.
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Hveragerdi, Valentine’s Day, crazy moon

I just realized that we hardly ever meet in bed anymore, he’s
asleep when I come to bed and he’s long gone when I wake.

I asked him whether we should meet regularly in the bedroom
during the day. Yes, he was in for that. Showed up right on time,
all ears, only I'd lost track of time and sat in my shabby night-
gown with bird’s nest hair and sleep in my eyes, trying to do a
crossword. We decided just to play chess instead, he’s teaching
me how the pieces move. He’s a patient teacher and sometimes
lets me win. But I haven’t yet connected with the chess master
inside me. Panic is my weakness. When I panic I can’t concen-
trate on the game, start thinking about chess as a phenomenon,
some defensive mechanism of the mind of course. Whether the
castle could possibly be called Teddy or whether that name would
be better for the bishop who in fact has a cloven head like a fool.

I've been considering desperate measures. Whether it would
be a good idea to organise rousing evenings, rent blue movies
in the shop downstairs and get some garters from the general
store. The erotic cliché. It’s a shame I could never stage a play
for him, I would always start laughing. Has our relationship
then become like between siblings? Where the laughter and
warmth of intimacy take up so much space that there’s no
room for sexual desire?

Is the burlesque our next experiment then? Or is that like
porn, a terminal, a predictable parody of desire for those
who haven’t worked through the humiliation that comes with
tyranny or powerlessness? Porn is about shame but never
opens up to humility, it corners the desire so it never manages
to transform. The repetition stunts development. Still, some
seem to make good progress in porn, aesthetically, but I'm yet
to meet anyone who has made parallel progress emotionally.
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I remember how sorely disappointed I was with the porn as
an affront to western sexual perception. Is this then the whole
transgression? Won’t it be more original than this? No, I don’t
mean coarser, more effusive, but more inward, more psycho-
logically provocative without turning into violence? Isn’t it
more exciting to test the limits of cohabitation without cross-
ing the thin line over to violence?

Cumbria, summer feast day of St Thorlac, the additional nights
wishing

The sister, Dorothy, writes in her diary that they have lain
together, the siblings, on the heath, and listened to each
other’s breathing and to the water in the air, and that he said
he imagines it would be like this in the grave, in complete
peace listening to the stillness of the earth, close to those
closest to you. Under a yew tree. I wanted to lie there and rest.
Except what. I remembered Owlie’s words, my sister in arms.
When she was euphoric to realise the different between our

tight and the older one: No, not back to nature, but forward!
Forward into nature!

I saw all the ravens flying home after each other in a hurry.
So I picked up just one cone in my street and ran after them,
farewelled the Lake District.

Then I saw a small sign: Owl Area. I thought about depression
and intimacy, what connection there could be between them.
What about the owl? She lays eggs in another’s nest, often a
falcon nest, but is still dependent on no one. Was Dorothy
too dependent on her brother? Was that the problem? Perhaps
being dependent on intimacy is just a short step away from
depression.
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Oh, it’s inappropriate to linger in romantic solace, live with
one’s brother and his wife, in an annexe, a closet, writing and
milking the goats. Now I have no time to lose! Get on with
it old fool, the bells will fall silent and the edges will fade
on your cloven cap unless you run now! Bimm-bamm and
bomm, frog in a box and worm in a river.

Why didn’t Dorothy just go and live with Coleridge for
example? Why didn’t they build a place together as friends?
They could then have made a more dynamic connection
with William’s place. Instead they were joined at the hip and
she ended up depressed by the intimacy that perhaps hadn’t
managed to develop despite everything.

I'm reading about the Gothic spirit in Ruskin’s book, a red
flowery book, decorated. In it, he boils the Gothic spirit down
to a few integrated elements:

wild nature, multiplicity, longing for change, close connec-
tion with nature, absurd networking or grotesque, uninhib-
ited imagination, discipline and obstinacy, generosity, island
patterns?

Holsfjoll, Marsh Moss Day, waxing moon

It’s rather cold outside today and we snuggle up inside the
cabin and read. Birdy chops wood for the fire, it’s boiling
hot and cosy inside. He’s reading another Thomas Bernhard
book, Correction, about Wittgenstein’s doppelganger who
plans to build the perfect house for his sister. Wittgenstein
came to Iceland in his time and travelled the country on
horseback with his friend. Was probably looking for a piece
of land among other things. Later built himself a cabin up
in the Norwegian mountainside, a tiny cabin where he could
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be alone with his thoughts. It’s unbelievable how much peace
and quiet a person needs to be able to think whole thoughts.

I'm now reading a report by Owl who was born the same
day as Wittgenstein. It’s an investigation into the origins of
the settlement at Holsfjoll. He did the research at Héll, even
further out into the wilderness from here. He said to me in
spring that that’s really where my brother and I should set
up a place. A goat farm. That would be our place. He was
thinking about making an offer on the land and building us
a house where our families could live and Dad and Mum and
the grandmothers come and live with us. I very much liked
the sound of that. But these dreams were being discussed
before the Chinese man inflated the price...

In the article he tells of a folktale about the first settlers at HOIL
There was a Gunnsa from Jokulsarhlid, the quick Mountain-
Gunnsa who was outlawed when it was discovered she was carry-
ing her brother’s child, went into the mountains with two goats,
dug herself into a hill and then farmed the land, fished trout, and
the place she built flourished. Then her brother came to her along
with the other siblings and they lived in peace and harmony far
from town and beyond the reach of the law for a long time.

How times have changed. Big sheep sheds are like a monu-
ment to a dismal agricultural movement. Big farming move-
ment, big industrial movement. Why not cottage industry,
small-scale farming in another economic system? There were
no grants for slow development, everything was supposed to
happen immediately and become big. Instead of nurturing
small independent set-ups across the board, they drove an
expansion that had no resistance except its own decline, and
that was predictable because there were no moves towards
making farming sustainable.
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Should farmers be psychoanalysed and rethink their connec-
tion with the earth and masculinity? And not just farmers.
All mother earth’s foster children need to learn to foster her.
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Synopsis

Even though Jelgava ‘94 is Jonevs’ debut novel, the book quickly proved to be a big hit and best-
seller in 2013. The story is set in the 1990s in the Latvian city of Jelgava and looks at the craze
during this period for the alternative culture of heavy metal music. Jonevs takes the reader
deep inside the world described in the novel: combining the intimate diary of a youngster
trying to find himself by joining a subculture, as well as a skilful, detailed and almost docu-
mentary-like depiction of the beginnings of the second independence of Latvia. This is a story
that is even more captivating for the generation that lived through the events described in the
book - Jonevs is the first writer to stir up memories of this period through a fully-fledged liter-
ary depiction.

Jelgava '94 is a portrait of a generation in the 1990s who are searching for their own identity and
are fans of alternative culture. This is a touching story about us as youngsters, when everybody
is against the whole world and tries not to become ‘one of them’. But is it for real? Can one keep
the promise?
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/../ Tas ir neticami, vins $o kreklu atrada humpalas. Tas bija
brinums. Més visi péc tam metamies parmeklét humpalu
kaudzes. Es arl uzrakstiju mammai sarakstu, kadi krekli
janem, tikko tos ierauga: Death, Cannibal Corpse, Anal
Count, Brutal Truth, Carcass, Hypocrisy. Nevienu tadu vina
neatrada, vina atnesa kreklu ar uzrakstu Michael Learns to
Rock un tris smaidigu puiSu a la Zaks Moriss fotografijam.
Par spiti dumpnieciskajam nihilismam, mana sirds gandriz
saltiza no miluma. Tomeér to kreklu es uzvilkt nespéju.

Bet Nave atrada humpalas Obituary kreklu par piecdesmit
santimiem. Un vél vinam nebija labi. Vins bija tads ka drusku
manticigs un uzskatija, ka ar $o kreklu nopircis nelaimi (tas,
protams, vinu necik neatturéja to citigi nésat). Ta ari tagad
vin§ teica:

— Es teicu! Es teicu! Vienmeér kaut kas neveicas, kad man
mugura tas krekls!

Més nupat bijam izmesti no vilciena Jelgava-Riga. Par
niekiem. Mums nebija bilesu. Konduktoru brigade nokomen-
téja masu matus un izlika mus ara, ka noplivoja vien. Vilciens
aizbrauca talak, bet més stavéjam $eit, Olainé.

— Ko darisim, kungi?

Nave paskatijas pakal vilcienam, nekas no ta vairs nebija
saskatams. Edgaram nekad netriika padoma:

— Es domaju, més varam sist sunus un tirgot adas!

Vin$ neapsaubami bija jucis. Vins$ dzivoja Navem kaiminos.
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Jukuma un parliekas milestibas pret Sausmu kino dé] vinu
dévéja par Zombi.

— Driz vietéjie tirgos misu adas.

Més érglu acim nopétijam pilsétu, kas pletds musu prieksa,
krimiem aizaugusi. Nemanija nevienu pasu cilvéku. Bet
krami izskatijas aizdomigi.

— Pazadam.

Un més gajam uz Soseju.

Te Zemgales lidzenums bija aplikojams vél labak, Jelga-
vas puses pamale $kita vél milaka, milaka neka ilgota Rigas
puse. Riga mis neintereséja, bet, izbraucot tai bezmaz cauri,
varéja nonakt Birza. Ta bija pasaules galvena vieta. Dazkart
saukta ari par Panku Birzu. Mamma stastija, ka tur jau sep-
tindesmitajos hipiji mainijusies ar platém. Bikernieku meza,
lidz kuram varéja tikt ar astonpadsmito trolejbusu vai varbut
tramvaju. Cilvéki pulcéjas meza — atstumtie, arpus likuma
esosie, kuri negribéja citu vietu, pulcéjas meza un darija tur
savas lietas, par kuram nenojauta pilséta un pasaule apkart.
Ko vini tur darija? Pagaidam zinajam tikai, ka mainijas ar
kasetém. Ar to pietika. Kasetes mums vajadzéja. Vairs nepie-
tika ar Nirvana un Pearl Jam.

Es pa klusam vél dazreiz klausijos Nirvanu. Tomér biezak
jaunas kasetes. /../ Muzika, kurai lidzigu es nekad agrak nebiju
dzirdéjis. Es vispar nekad nebiju spéjis iedomaties, ka kaut kas
tads pastav. Si patiesam bija cita pasaule. Bija labi sédét te uz
asfalta, kopa ar Navi un Zombi, cela vidi uz citu pasauli.

— Spragala! Pértele! ! Ibanats! !'!

Zombis ladéjas tira devindesmito manieré. Atkal masina slaidi
aiz$alca mums garam. Lai cik atraktivi Zombis vicinajas un
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ienéma teatralas pozas, stopésana nevedas. Un ta jau minttes
piecpadsmit, spriezot péc saules (mums nevienam nebija
pulkstena). Nave drimi paregoja:

— Ta més uz birzu netiksim. Tur sakas desmitos.

— Tad varbut beidziet sildit kules uz asfalta un naciet kaut ko
darit? Man jau roka nopuvusi.

Es gan neticu, ka Zombis jelkad nogura. Tagad vins celmala
placa garakas natres un slanijaar tam neredzamus pretiniekus.

Pie stopésanas kéros es. Naca satiksmes mikrins, un es atravu
roku, aizliku aiz muguras un novérsos no cela. Naudas tacu
mums nebija. Tad naca otrais zigulitis, virs stabili turéja
abas rokas uz stiires un skatijas tikai uz celu, sieva smaidija
un noraidosi kratija galvu. Bet aizmugure viniem tacu bija
tuks$a. Vini izskatijas viena gadagajuma ar maniem vecakiem,
kuri vienmér néma stopétajus. Tad naca pavisam vienaldzigs
augiks vai kas tamlidzigs (es neat$kiru masinu markas, zinu
tikai téta zigiti). Vel kads arzemju laznéns, taja sédéja kads
pieklajigs cilvéks, vin§ paradija ar ikski pa labi, sak, talit
griezos, citadi panemtu. Iss, cilvécigs kontakts. Nakosas
masinas vaditajs man pamaja pavisam miklainu garambrau-
céja zestu. Ko tas noziméja? Audz, zén, nelien ara no majas,
kameér nav pasam savs fordins?

Ta es sarunajos ar autobraucéjiem, manai sarunai bija ilgsta-
miba un attistiba, bet viniem — tikai mirklis. Es sarunajos
ar padu tukstosgalvaino cela gajumu, apturéts sava punkta
— lak, masina mums pamirkskina un sak bremzét, Nave
jau griezas skatities, kur Zombis pa plavu aizcinijies, bet
ieksa pilns knapi par mums vecaku degeneratu, noteikti no
Olaines, vini smejas un uzgazé, vini tikai gribéja mis piema-
nit, un prom ir, pat vini, kas veltijja mums uzmanibu, jau ir
mus aizmirsusi péc divam minatém, péc trim kilometriem.
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— Man piegriezas. Nekeras. Pamégini tu.

Nave naca, skumj$ uz visu pasauli, nosnaukajas un ietrieca
roku telpa virs cela. Vin$ skaitija mantru:

— Stajies tacu, idiot!

Masina bija gara ka zvaigznu kugis, tas mirdzo$ajam,
garamslidoSajam sanam nemanija gala. Masina apstajas. Tas
laikam bija no dargajiem auto, spidigs. Monsieur paliecas ara
un jautaja:

— Kur tad dzekiniem jabrauc?

Uz Plakanciemu, man nez kapéc nikni iesavas prata, bet Nave
atbildéja lietiski:

— Uz Birzu.

— Ha, ha. Birzi uz otru pusi, dzekini. Lietuva.

— Uz Rigu.

— Nu kur tad?

— Uz Rigu!

Sis atkal pasméjas.

— Nu, pavedisim. Varam pavest.

Zombis skréja no plavas, aplipis zalumiem ka jukusais Lirs,
un pirms iesésanas sanéma noradijumu:

— Nopurinies.

Automobilis slidéja klusak par ziguli, un par otra priekséja
sédekla pleciem kaskadé plada briniskigi mati, to spozums
cirta acis, kad trapija saule, bet éna tiem piemita asinskra-
sas romantika — blakus saimniekam sédéja metalists! Né,
es paskatijos spoguli, tur skatijas meitenes acis. Vinas tévs
piespieda gaziti, un es piespiedu degunu logam, lai atsaktu
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sarunu ar celu. Luk, degeneratu auto, vini séz klusi, katrs
skatas citur, viniem nav ko darit bez mums, lak, es pasaujos
viniem garam un paradu slepenu fakuciti. Tad més apdzenam
miklaino majéju, vins ir tikpat nopietns. Tad pieklajigais pag-
rieziena kungs, kapéc vins$ nav nogriezies? Luk, ari zigulis ar
padzivojuso pari, sieviete groza galvu un pamana mani, un
atkal smaidot krata galvu, né, né.

— Ko tad Riga dzekini daris?

To, protams, jautaja musu laipnais pavedéjs. Katrs no mums
kluséja, gaididams, ka atbildés kads cits.

— Ko?

Vins jautaja vélreiz. Nave un Zombis atbildéja reizé, pie kam
Nave teica:

— Iesim uz veikalu.
Bet Zombis:
— Skaitisim pensionarus.

Neviens vairs negribéja pieminét Birzu, nez kapéc ta $aja
péc ,Wunderbaum® un adas smarzojosaja masina $kita
neaizsargata.

— Ha, ha. Jocigi dzekini jis esat.

Vispar jau ir tads likums, ka stopétajiem jasarunajas ar laipno
vaditaju. Lai darjjums sanak savstarpéji izdevigs. Es jau
domaju pateikt, ka labs laiks vai ko tadu, bet vin$ pats nelikas
miera:

— Kas jus tadi esat?

Eksistencials jautajums. Tie§am, kas més esam? Zombis 1éni
atbildéja:

— Zé-ni.

96 The European Union Prize for Literature 2014



Janis Jonevs

Balsi, kas signalizéja, ka vinam nenormali nak zviedziens.

— Nu, es domaju, kas jus esat, nu, visiem mati, jis esat no
kaut kadas vienibas, vai?

Més raustijam plecus — ko nu més, més tapat vien.
— Jus tacu neesat tie trakie metalisti?

Bznn, nu, ka lai pasaka... Esam it ka, vai ka? Cali, sakiet kaut
ko? !

— Kadu muziku jas klausaties?
Nave vairs negribéja izlocities.
— Cannibal Corpse.

— Ko, ko?

Saimnieks pat pagrieza klusak savu muziku, ta bija visklasis-
kaka no klasiskas muzikas, turklat baisi samikséta popurija.
Vins§ pagrieza klusak un pagriezas uz masu pusi, ko?

— Cannibal Corpse.

— Ko tas nozimeé?

— Tulkojuma no anglu valodas - kanibala likis.
— Doma, es nemaku angliski?

Un pagrieza skalak ar bumsigu ritmu piesmieto Béthovenu.
Péc minttes vins jautaja atkal:

— Tu doma, es neprotu angliski?
— Nedomaju.

— Tad kapéc tu ta saki?

— Nesaku.

— Ka, nesaki? Tie bija tavi vardi!

— Atvainojos.
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Sis stiiréja talak, cik nu pa Jelgavas $oseju vispar jastire.

— Man, pieméram, patik laba muzika. Jus tadu zinat? Zinat
vispar, kas skan?

Béthovena piekta bija neticama veida parmikséjusies uz
Bramsa ,,Ungaru dejam® Bet es neko neteicu.

— Nezinat!

Nez vai meitene vinam blakus, drosi vien vina meita, jopro-
jam skatijas spoguli ar savam meitenes acim? Es neskatijos.

— Un kapéc jums nepatik laba muzika?

Nave bija skaidri apnémies neko vairs neteikt, pat skatienu bija
izsledzis, to vin§ macéja perfekti. Zombis kaut ko méginaja:
— Gribas kaut ko interesantu.

Saimnieks tikai piespieda gaziti, es gribéju iemest aci spi-
dometra, lai piedzivojums nepaiet garam un vélak varétu
pastastit, uz cik més nesamies ar $o trako, bet neuzdrikstéjos,
jo ta es noteikti ieskatitos spoguli, un tur varbat batu meite-
nes acis. Skatijos atkal uz celu. Tur bija lapsa, sabraukta.

— Un kapéc jius neizskatdties normali? Zini, kapéc? Es
pateiksu, kapéc!

Komandieris bija uzvilcies:

— Jas nemaz negribat but normali. Jums tas liekas stulbi. Jas
domajat, ka esat par visiem gudraki.

Vin$ vairs nebija valdams. Un més vél necik nebijam pietuvo-
jusies Rigai.

— Tagad jus iesédaties mana masina, redzat, laba masina. Vai
es ar to izpelnijos kaut kadu jasu cienu? Né!

Tagad man palika pa istam baigi. Jo vin§ runaja tiesi to, ko es
$obrid domaju.
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— Jums vienalga, ka cilvéks ir kaut ko sasniedzis. Jus domajat
— nu un, ka cilvéks labi dzivo, gan jau zaglis vai pardevies,
né, jus vispar par to nedomajat. Jums viss ir vienalga.

Es jutos loti neérti par o savu monologu.

— Sita pasaule jums nav laba diezgan. Jis esat tie ipasie.
Normali dzivot, censties — tas jums liekas stulbi! Lai tie lohi
paved masina, lai uzsauc alinu! Bet mums vajag kanibalus
studeét.

Vin$ uzmanigi parvietojas uz labo joslu, tad apturéja masinu
$osejas mala.

— Esam atbraukusi.

Meés paskatijamies ara. Ta noteikti nebija Riga. Parasta $osejas
mala. Ievérojamakais objekts te bija krimi. Més laikam kave-
jamies parak ilgi.

— Ko tie$i es pateicu nesaprotami?

Meés kapam ara. Vai Nave nepateica paldies? Tas butu vina
gara. Auto aizbrauca. Zombis saldi sméjas, it ka buatu noticis
kaut kas Joti labs. Bet Nave rezumeéja:

— Es jums teicu — krekls! Nu més uz Birzu nepaspésim.

Es atkal skatijos uz celu, ko citu lai es daritu. Aizbrauca zigu-
litis, augiks, fordins, ta vaditajs mums atkal miklaini pamaja,
varbit nu jau ka pazinam, bet varbut bija mis aizmirsis, jo
majiens bija tiesi tads pats. Bet pieklajigo cilvéku, kurs solija
nogriezties, vairs neredzéja. Vin$ tieSam bija nogriezies.
Tolaik cilvéki bija godigi un atceréjas, ko nolémusi darit. Ari
degenerati, kuriem talit vajadzéja but klat, noteikti nebija aiz-
mirsusi manu fakuciti.
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Translated from the Latvian by leva Lesinska

/.. Incredible, I know, but he found that shirt in a used cloth-
ing shop. A real miracle. The rest of us rushed to dig through
the piles. I even made a list for Mum of shirts that she should
buy as soon as she sees them: Death, Cannibal Corpse, Anal
Cunt, Brutal Truth, Carcass, Hypocrisy. She did not find any
of these, she brought me a shirt with Michael Learns to Rock
on it and pictures of three smiling guys a la Zack Morris. My
rebellious nihilism notwithstanding, my heart almost broke
to pieces, I felt such a surge of love for her. That didn’t mean I
could ever wear that shirt, however.

So Death found an Obituary shirt in a used clothing pile and
paid 50 santims for it, and still he was not happy. He seemed
to be a little superstitious and felt he had bought a disaster in
the shape of this shirt (that, of course, did not prevent him
from wearing it all the time). So now again he said, “I told
you! I told you! I always have bad luck when I wear this shirt!”

We had just been kicked off the Jelgava-Riga train. For
nothing, really. We did not have tickets. Having made com-
ments about our hair, the team of conductors kicked us out,
hair flying. The train continued on, whereas we were stuck
here, in Olaine.

“What are we going to do, gentlemen?”

Death looked at the train, which had already disappeared
from sight. As usual, Edgars had a plan: “We could kill dogs
and sell their pelts!”

100 The European Union Prize for Literature 2014



Janis Jonevs

He was certifiably crazy, no doubt about it. He lived next-
door to Death. Because of his craziness and excessive love of
horror movies, he got the nickname Zombie.

“Soon the locals will sell our pelts.”

We trained our eagle’s eye on the town that spread before
us, overgrown with bushes. Not a single soul seemed to be
around. Yet the bushes looked suspicious.

“Let’s roll.”
And we started walking towards the highway.

Here the Zemgale plain offered an even better view of itself,
the horizon on the Jelgava side seemed even more loveable
- much more loveable than the much-coveted Riga side. We
were not interested in Riga, but once you got almost through
the city, you got to the Burse. That was the place to be in this
world. Mum told me that hippies had exchanged records there
as early as the 1970s. It was in the Bikernieki Forest, which
could be reached by trolley-bus No. 18. Or was it by tram?
People gathered in the woods: the outcasts, the ones on the
other side of the law, the ones who did not want another place,
just gathered in the woods and did their thing, about which
the city and the outside world had not the slightest idea.

What did they do there? For now we only knew that they
exchanged cassette tapes. That was all we had to know. We
needed cassette tapes. Nirvana and Pearl Jam were not enough
anymore.

Sometimes, I still secretly listened to Nirvana. More often to
the new cassettes, however. /./ It was music like nothing I
had ever heard before. No, I had not even thought it possi-
ble that such music existed. It was a totally different world. It
was good to sit here on the tarmac together with Death and
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Zombie on our way to another world.
“Tasser! Slag! Dickfuck! ! 1”

Zombie was cussing in a pure nineties style. Another car
swished elegantly by. No matter how attractively Zombie was
flailing his arms, no matter how theatrical his poses, hitch-
hiking was a bust. Judging by the sun (nobody had a watch),
this situation had lasted a quarter of an hour. Death had a
dire prediction to share:

“We won’t make it to the Burse. They start at ten.”

“So maybe you should stop warming your bollocks on the
tarmac and get to work? My arm is falling oft.”

Though I found it hard to believe that Zombie would ever tire.
Now he made himself busy plucking the tallest nettles and
whipping invisible opponents with them.

Then it was my turn to try to stop someone. A public trans-
portation van was coming. I lowered my arm, put it behind
my back and turned away from the road. After all, we had no
money. It was followed by a second-generation Lada; the man
kept both hands firmly on the wheel and his eyes on the road
while his wife was smiling and shaking her head. Yet their back
seat was empty. They looked to be about the same age as my
parents, who always picked up hitchhikers. Then a totally indif-
ferent Audi or something like that drove by (I don’t really know
the makes of cars, the only one I recognize is a Lada, like my
Dad’s). Then came some foreign heap with a polite man inside:
he pointed right with his thumb, meaning, I am turning in just
a moment, otherwise I'd take you. A brief, civilized interaction.
The driver of the next car waved at me in a totally mysteri-
ous way. What was that supposed to mean? Grow up, lad, don’t
leave the house unless you have your own little Ford?
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That’s how I kept conversing with the drivers, and this con-
versation possessed sustainability and development, whereas
for them it was just a passing moment. I was talking to the
manifold denizens of the road, having been stopped right
here and now, and look, a car blinks at us and begins slowing
down. Death is already turning to see where Zombie is fight-
ing his enemies on the field, but it turns out that the car is
full of plonkers just slightly older than us, definitely from
Olaine; they are laughing and then step on the gas, they’d
only wanted to have some fun at our expense, so now they’re
gone; even they who paid us some attention will forget us in
two short minutes, after three short kilometres.

“I'm fed up. They just don’t bite. You try.”

Death came over; sad about the entire world, he sniffled and
pierced the space over the road with his hand. He kept recit-
ing a mantra:

“Stop, you idiot!”

The car was long like a starship, there seemed to be no end to
its gleaming side that was sliding by. Then it stopped. Must
be one of the expensive cars, very shiny. Monsieur leaned out
the window and asked:

“So where are you lads going?”

To Plakanciems, I thought, for some reason annoyed, but
Death was all business:

“To the Burse.”

“Ha. Birzai is the other direction, lads. In Lithuania.”
“To Riga.”

“So where then?”

“To Rigal!”
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The driver laughed again.
“All right. We’ll take you for a ride then.”

Zombie was running out of the field, all covered with green
stuff like some demented Lear and received an admonish-
ment before getting into the car:

“Shake it off.”

The car glided more quietly than a Lada, and beautiful hair
cascaded over the shoulders of the other front seat passen-
ger; its brilliance hurt the eyes when hit by the sun, whereas
in the shade they took on a romantically blood-red tinge: a
metalhead was sitting next to the owner! But no, I looked in
the mirror and met the eyes of a girl. Her father stepped on
the gas and I pressed my nose to the window to resume my
conversation with the road. See, there’s the plonkers’ car, they
are sitting there quietly, each looking in a different direc-
tion, they are bored without us, and see, I whizz by them flip-
ping a secret bird at them. Then we overtake the mysterious
waver, and he is just as serious as before. And after that it’s
the turning gentleman, so why hasn’t he turned? And finally
here’s the elderly couple, the woman is turning her head this
way and that, then she sees me and again shakes her head
with a smile, no, no.

“So what are the young lads going to do in Riga?”

That of course was a question asked by our kindly driver.
Each one of us kept silent, expecting someone else to reply.

“Huh? »

He asked again. Death and Zombie answered at the same
time. Death said:

“We’ll go shopping.”
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But Zombie said:
“We’ll count pensioners.”

No one was inclined to mention the Burse; for some reason it
seemed too vulnerable in this car whose interior smelled of
Wunder-Baum and leather.

“Ha, ha, funny lads you are.”

There is of course the rule that hitchhikers have to keep up
a conversation with the nice driver. So that the deal is to the
advantage of both parties. I was about to say something about
the nice weather or such, but he was not going to let go.

“Who are you?”

An existential question. Really - who are we? It was Zombie
who slowly answered:

“We’re boys.”
He did it in a voice that suggested that he is really cracking up.

“No, I mean, who are you, like you all have this hair, are you
from some group or something?”

We just shrugged: whatever.
“You're not those crazy metalheads, are you?”

Duh, what can we say, man... We kinda are, you know? Hey,
guys, say something.

“What kind of music do you listen to?”

Death had decided to stop trying to wriggle out of this.
“Cannibal Corpse.”

“Whaat?”

The owner even turned down his music; it was the most classi-
cal of classical music, plus it was mixed in a terrible potpourri.
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He turned it down and turned to us, whaat?
“Cannibal Corpse.”

“What does that mean?”

“To translate: it’s the dead body of a man-eater.”
“You think I don’t know English?”

And he turned up his Beethoven that had been adulterated
with an oompah rhythm. A minute later he asked again:

“You think I don’t understand English?”

“I don’t”

“Then why are you saying this?”

“I don’t”

“What do you mean you don’t? Your exact words.”
“I am sorry.”

The man kept on steering. As much as you really need to steer
down the Jelgava highway.

“I, for one, like good music. Do you know of such a thing? Do
you know what we are listening to?”

Beethoven’s Fifth had somehow transformed into Brahms’
Hungarian Dances. But I kept my mouth shut.

“You don’t!”

I wonder if that girl next to him, probably his daughter, was
still looking into the mirror with her girl’s eyes? I didn’t look.

“And why don’t you like good music?”

Death had apparently resolved not to say a word, he had even
turned off his gaze, he was perfect at that. Zombie gave it a

try:
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“Just feel like something interesting.”

The owner of the car just stepped on the gas again. I felt like
glancing at the speedometer, so as not to miss the adventure and
later be able to tell everyone how we were just flying down the
highway like crazy, but I didn’t dare, because then I would prob-
ably glance into the mirror and there I would probably meet the
girl’s eyes. So I turned back to the road. There was a fox, run over.

“And why don’t you look normal? You know why? I will tell
you why.”
The captain was all whipped-up.

“You simply don’t want to be normal. You think it’s stupid.
You think you are smarter than anyone.”

He could no longer contain himself. And we were still far
away from Riga.

“Now you got into my car, and you saw that it was a really nice
one. Did that earn me any respect? No!”

Now I was really horrified. Because he was saying exactly
what I was thinking at the moment.

“It is all the same to you if a person has achieved something.
You are thinking: so what if this chap is living well, he’s prob-
ably a thief or has sold out. But no, you don’t even think about
that. It’s all the same to you.”

I felt very uncomfortable with this monologue.

“This world is not good enough for you. Like you are some-
thing special. To live a normal life, to try for something - you
think it’s stupid! Let these nincompoops drive you around, let
them treat you to a beer! Whereas we must study cannibals.”

He carefully changed lanes to the right one, and then stopped
the car by the side of the road.
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“We’re here.”

We looked out the window. That most assuredly was not Riga.
It was just a side of the road. The most noteworthy object here
was bushes. We must have taken our time.

“What exactly did you not get from what I said?”

We got out of the car. Did I hear Death saying thank you?
That would be exactly like him. The car took off. Zombie was
laughing his head off, as if something great had happened.
But Death summed it up:

“I told you, it’s that shirt! Now we’ll be late for the Burse.”

I stared at the road again, what else could I do? There was the
Lada, then the Audi, then the Ford, whose driver once again
waved at us mysteriously, perhaps even in a familiar way now,
as if we were acquainted, but maybe he had already forgotten
about us, because the wave was exactly the same. The polite
one, the one who said he was turning, was nowhere to be seen.
He must have turned. People were honest then and remem-
bered what they had set out to do. Even the plonkers who
must be here any second, surely had not forgotten my bird.
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Biography

Armin Ohri, born in 1978, studied history, philosophy and German linguistics and literature.
Since 2009, he has published a variety of stories and novels in two independent publishing
houses, including the well-respected German publisher Gmeiner. His works tend to be set
against a historical backdrop and are based primarily on literary examples of the 19th century,
such as entertaining feuilleton novels that fall into the crime genre. Ohri works in the education
field at a business school in Switzerland.

Synopsis

The Dark Muse - the first part of a chronological series of linked novels - is a complex histori-
cal crime story that turns the established formula of a whodunnit upside-down: on the very
first pages the reader already gets to know the murderer, a gentle professor of philosophy. The
semi-professional detective in Armin Ohri’s novel, Julius Bentheim, is a young Prussian student
that (due to his drawing talents) helps the local police as a draughtsman for crime scenes.
Through the eyes of this protagonist, the reader follows the ambitious story through the streets
and infamous sites of late 19th century Berlin.

Major historical events in The Dark Muse are not just a convenient frame to stage the narrative:
quite the reverse, the writer wants to gain perspective on society and on the human condition.
Extensive research work has been done by Ohri to portray the historical backdrop and atmos-
pheric local colour. Many descriptions of Berlin in 1865 were formulated on the basis of original
sources and scientific works and are embedded in the narrative. Furthermore, the handful of
non-fictional characters who appear and play prominent parts in Ohri’s series include Fontane,
Virchow, Bismarck, Moltke, and Retcliffe.

Some of the published praise for The Dark Muse include the words “unique”, “thrilling and
highly recommended”, “striking milieu descriptions”, and “a psychologically crafty game of
cat-and-mouse”.
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Zweites Kapitel

Die Nachricht von Lene Kulms Ermordung erreichte den
Kriminalkommissar Gideon Horlitz in den frithen Morgen-
stunden. Als der pausbickige Polizeiaspirant, den man mit
einer Eilnotiz geschickt hatte, ihn endlich fand, war er gerade
dabei, den Ort einer menschlichen Tragddie zu besichtigen.
Mehrere Leute schwirmten um ihn herum, die meisten in
Uniform, angeregt diskutierend, mit Maflbdndern und Richt-
schniiren das Zimmer absteckend. Einer allein bewegte sich
nicht mehr: Er hing an einem Seil von der Decke, unter ihm
ein umgekippter Stuhl.

Die besagte Gruppe hatte sich etwas auflerhalb des alten
Stadtkerns in einer jener Nebengassen eingefunden, die nicht
von Pferdekarren, Arbeitern und Bummelanten verstopft
war. Der Raum selbst, in dem die Madnner den Selbstmord
untersuchten, gehorte zu einer Laube im hinteren Teil eines
ausgedehnten Grundstiicks, die ihrem Besitzer wohl als
Riickzugsort gedient hatte, um vom Wiiten der Welt Erholung
zu finden.

Kommissar Horlitz beugte sich vor, um die Arbeit seines Tat-
ortzeichners besser betrachten zu kénnen. »Gute Arbeit, Ben-
theim. Da zeigt sich wieder mal Thr Talent.«

Julius Bentheim sah kurz auf und lachelte dankbar. Er
war 19 Jahre alt und verdiente sich dank seines Talents ein
Zubrot fiir sein Studium der Rechtswissenschaften. Mit dem
Daumen fuhr er auf dem Pastellpapier iiber eine Stelle, die
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er fiir schlecht gelungen ansah, und verwischte einen kleinen
Flecken Kohle. Er griff vorerst nach einem Kreidestift, dann
nach einem Wachsstift und verbesserte den Bildausschnitt.
Hin und wieder riefen ihm die Polizisten Langen- und Hohen-
angaben zu. Den Grundriss des Tatorts hatte er im Maf3stab
1: 25 angefertigt und nun fehlten lediglich einige wenige
Details, um die Zeichnung zu vollenden.

Bald war seine Arbeit getan und er verfolgte konzentriert
das Gespriach zwischen Gideon Horlitz und dem Boten
aus dem ehemaligen Palais Grumbkow, dem Standort der
Polizeiverwaltung.

»Professor Goltz, sagten Sie?«

Der junge Mann nickte und ein aufgeregtes Funkeln schoss
aus den Augen seines Vorgesetzten.

»Potztausend! Ein kapitaler Fang.«

»Deswegen ist auch dringend Ihre Anwesenheit vonnoéten,
Herr Kommissar. Das ist ein gefundenes Fressen fiir die Zei-
tungsfritzen. Wenn die Wind von der Sache bekommen, ist es
aus mit der Ruhe.«

»Wer ist vor Ort?«

»Vier, fiinf Gendarmen, ein Untersuchungsrichter, ein Anwalt
und Kommissar Bissing.«

Horlitz hob eine Augenbraue. »Sagen Sie mal, wenn Sie schon
einen Kommissar haben, wozu brauchen Sie dann mich bei
der ganzen Chose?«

»Bissing kennt den Professor personlich«, erklarte der Bote.

»Aha, verstehe.« Der Blick des Kommissars schweifte unstet
im Zimmer umher, bis er auf seinen Tatortzeichner fiel. Spater
sollte sich Julius Bentheim mit quélender Schirfe an diesen
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Zeitpunkt zuriickerinnern. Es war der kritische Moment, an
dem die Weichen in seinem Leben gestellt werden sollten. Und
die Schicksalsgéttin hatte sich unerbittlich entschieden, ihn
in die Abgriinde der menschlichen Seele blicken zu lassen.
»Herr Kiinstler«, sprach Horlitz ihn an,»es tut mir leid; Thre
Arbeitszeit wurde soeben verlingert.«

Das Leben in der Marienburger Strafle erwachte allmahlich.
Die ersten Fuhrwerke holperten tiber das Kopfsteinpflaster,
die Béauerinnen brachten ihre Waren von auflerhalb zu den
Mirkten in der Stadt. Von dem Verbrechen im Dachgeschoss
hatten die Bewohner der Mietskaserne jedoch nichts mitbe-
kommen. Julius Bentheim saf} gegeniiber dem Kommissar
in einem Landauer, einer viersitzigen, vierradrigen Kutsche,
die sich von einem offenen in einen geschlossenen Wagen
umwandeln lie. Da die Julinacht schwiil gewesen war,
fuhren sie mit offenem Verdeck. Schweigend hatten sie etwas
weniger als eine halbe preuflische Meile zuriickgelegt, als der
Kutscher ihr Ziel erreichte und die Pferde anhielt.

»Steigen wir aus«, brummte Horlitz.

Sie schwangen sich aus dem Wagenschlag. Der junge Bentheim
war gespannt wie ein Flitzebogen. Wenngleich sein Studium
ihm kaum Freizeit lief3, liebte er doch die Auftrdge, die ihn an
die absonderlichsten Orte Berlins fithrten. Auflerdem war die
Bezahlung nicht schlecht. Es war hauptsachlich Nachtarbeit,
die er verrichtete, und so bekam er einen Aufschlag zur ibli-
chen Entlohnung. Zumeist wurde er gerufen, um die Spuren
eines Einbruchdiebstahls abzubilden. Hin und wieder kam er
auch mit Kleinkriminellen, Huren und Zuhiltern in Kontakt.
Die Arbeit war vielfiltig und voller Uberraschungen; und das
war es, was Julius daran mochte.
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Vor dem Eingang wartete bereits ein Gendarm auf sie. Er
nickte zur Begriiffung und 6ffnete den zwei Neuankdmmlin-
gen die Tir. In der Hand hielt er eine Laterne, deren Licht-
schein den Eingang ausreichend erleuchtete. »Es ist ziemlich
uniibersichtlich hier drin. Ein wahres Labyrinth. Der Anwalt
meinte, ich sollte unten auf Sie warten. Wo er recht hat, hat
er recht.«

Sie erklommen die Treppenstufen, die wenige Stunden zuvor
Lene Kulm gegangen war. Gideon Horlitz bemerkte schnau-
fend: »Der Anwalt, der heute Dienst hat - ist der grofy und
hager, trigt seine Haare von einer Seite zur anderen {iber den
Glatzkopf gekdmmt?«

»Ja, Herr Kommissar.«

Bentheim glaubte, im flackernden Licht der Laterne ein
Lacheln zu erkennen.

»Dann ist es Theodor Gorne.«
»Ja, so heiflt er.«

»Hm.« Der Kommissar murmelte Unverstdndliches vor sich
hin. Er war ein 53-jihriger Mann mit Bauchansatz. Seine
grau melierten Haare trug er tadellos frisiert. 15 Jahre lang
hatte er als Obristwachtmeister in einem Dragonerregiment
Dienst geschoben, bis er in den Polizeidienst wechselte. Im
November 1848 war er an der Auflosung der Preuflischen
Nationalversammlung durch die Armee beteiligt gewesen;
ein Umstand, viel zu peinlich, um ihn je zu erwdhnen.

Die Szenerie, die sich ihnen bot, als sie das oberste Stock-
werk erreichten, hatte etwas Bizarres an sich. Mehrere Leute
dringten sich auf engem Raum zusammen und behinder-
ten sich gegenseitig. Rechts wurde eine Hausbewohnerin
mit bleichem Gesicht von einem Gendarmen befragt; links
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im Flur erkannte man den blutbespritzten Leichnam einer
jungen Frau. Ringsherum standen Minner in der Uniform
der Schutzmannschaft Berlin.

Julius zog seine Mercier, die ihm ein Onkel einst vermacht
hatte, aus der Westentasche und blickte auf das Zifferblatt.

»Wie spat?«, fragte Horlitz.
»4 Uhr 15.«

»Dann werden die ersten Mieter bald aufstehen. Das wird mir
ein Theater geben, wenn die merken, dass die Polizei im Haus
ist. Kommen Sie, Bentheim.«

Der ehemalige preuflische Soldat bahnte sich einen Weg zu
den Gendarmen am Tatort. An der rechten Mansardentiir
kauerte ein Mann am Boden. »Lene«, murmelte er unablas-
sig, »meine Lene.« Das Gesicht wirkte ausdruckslos und die
Augen schimmerten glasig. Man konnte an seiner verstor-
ten Miene deutlich das Leid ablesen. Gideon Horlitz waren
volkstiimliche Instinkte wie Mitleid fiir einen v6llig Fremden
unbekannt, doch den jungen Bentheim dauerte diese Kreatur.

Einer der Gendarmen deutete mit einem Kopfnicken zur
zweiten Mansardentiir, und Horlitz und Bentheim wandten
sich um. Gemeinsam betraten sie die Dachwohnung des Pro-
fessors. In dem Ofen in der Raummitte knisterte ein Feuer
und verbreitete wohlige Warme. Auf einem Stuhl vor der
hinteren Paneelwand safl ein unférmiger kleiner Mann mit
fuchsrotem Haarschopf. Der Anwalt namens Gorne hatte
sich iiber ihn gebeugt und redete ununterbrochen auf ihn
ein. Etwas abseits, vor dem Gaubenfenster, unterhielten sich
zwei Miénner, von denen der eine Moritz Bissing war, jener

114 The European Union Prize for Literature 2014



Armin Ohri

als befangen geltende Kommissar. Als er Horlitz erblickte,
winkte er ihn heran.

»Gideon! Schon, dass du kommen konntest. Darf ich vorstel-
len? Der Herr an meiner Seite ist Untersuchungsrichter Karl
Otto von Leps.«

Sie reichten sich die Hdnde. Die des Richters, eines greisen-
haften Mannes mit hagerem Schidel, war eiskalt.

»Sehr erfreuts, sagte Horlitz ehrerbietig.

Bissing fuhr fort: »Ich habe den Herrn Richter dariiber infor-
miert, dass der gestindige Morder wie ich Angehoériger des
anthropologischen Renan-und-Feuerbach-Vereins sowie kor-
respondierendes Mitglied der Preuflischen Akademie der
Wissenschaften ist. Herr Professor Goltz und ich haben uns
bei verschiedenen Anldssen bereits getroffen und sind einan-
der bekannt. Ich habe mir deshalb erlaubt, einen Boten nach
dir auszusenden, Gideon, da ich wusste, dass du heute Nacht-
dienst schiebst.«

»Kannst du mich aufkliaren, was inzwischen alles veranlasst
wurde?«

»Herr Kommissar, verzeihen Sie, wenn ich mich einmische,
sagte der Richter. »Aber da Sie nun vor Ort sind, ist die
Anwesenheit von Kollege Bissing nicht mehr vonnéten. Seine
Bekanntschaft mit dem Tater ist heikel und ich entbinde ihn
hiermit von seiner Aufgabe.«

Moritz Bissing verbeugte sich wortlos, klopfte Horlitz freund-
schaftlich auf die Schulter und zog sich zuriick. Karl Otto
von Leps bedugte scharf den jungen Maler, der zwei Schritte
hinter dem Kommissar stand und alles mit angehort hatte.
»Und Sie sind... %«

»Mein Protegé«, antwortete Gideon an Bentheims Stelle.
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»Gut, gut. Also, beginnen wir von vorn: Die Nachbarsfrau,
eine verwitwete Frau Bettine Liitzow, hat Alarm geschlagen.
Threr Aussage nach pochte Professor Goltz in aller Seelenruhe
an ihre Tiir und er6ffnete ihr, soeben einen Mord begangen
zu haben. Die Liitzow erschrak natiirlich - wer kann ihr das
verdenken? An den exakten Wortlaut des Gestindnisses erin-
nert sie sich nicht, aber ungefihr tat Goltz dies mit folgenden
Worten kund: Ich habe gerade Ihre Nachbarin umgebracht.«

»Sagte er -umgebracht« oder »getotet<? Oder sogar »ermordet««

»Eine unbeabsichtigte Totung ist auszuschlieflen, wenn Sie
darauf hinauswollen. Er muss methodisch vorgegangen sein.
Opfer ist iibrigens die 21-jahrige Schlachtereigehilfin Magda-
lene Kulm, von allen kurz Lene gerufen. Sie ist bei uns akten-
kundig, da sie nebenberuflich der Prostitution nachging und
auch schon aufgegriffen wurde.«

»Magdalene«, wiederholte der Kommissar sinnierend.»Nomen
est omen. Und was geschah dann?

»Der Professor ging seelenruhig in sein Zimmer zuriick,
wo er auf die eintreffenden Beamten wartete.« Der Alte
deutete mit einer raschen Armbewegung auf den rothaa-

rigen Mann.»Seither sitzt er auf seinem Stuhl und schweigt
beharrlich.«

»Wer ist der arme Kerl auf dem Flur?«

»Wenn es nach der Liitzow geht, der Verlobte von Friulein
Kulm. Meiner Meinung nach wohl eher ihr Liebhaber und
Zuhilter. Aber man muss ihm zugestehen, dass er arg gebeu-
telt ist. Nun zu Thnen, Horlitz: Machen Sie was aus dem Fall.
Gehen Sie dem Staatsanwalt zur Hand, bevor er wieder einen
Bock schiefit.« Er senkte die Stimme, als er hinzufiigte: »Unter
uns gesagt, alle wissen, dass er eine Schande seiner Zunft ist.«
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Julius Bentheim sah beschimt zu Boden. Wenn es schon so
weit kommt, dass ein Richter die eigenen Staatsanwilte kom-
promittiert, festigt dies nur noch den schlechten Ruf, den
die Justiz in den Augen der Bevolkerung besitzt. Am Mol-
kenmarkt befanden sich Polizeiprasidium und Stadtvogtei
gemeinsam im ehemaligen Palais des Oberfeldmarschalls von
Grumbkow. Gleich daneben, im fritheren Palais des Grafen
von Schwerin, hatte seit 1771 das Kriminalgericht seinen Sitz
genommen. Der gesamte Gebaudekomplex galt wegen der oft
willkiirlich ausgetibten Polizeigewalt als Ort des Schreckens.

Der Kommissar warf einen betriibten Blick auf Theodor
Gorne, der sich mit dem Verdéchtigen abmiihte, und zuckte
ergeben die Achseln. »Mein lieber Julius, sehen Sie zu und
lernen Sie. Und fithren Sie das Protokoll. Das kénnen Sie
doch? Stifte und Papier haben Sie ja ausreichend zur Hand.«
Er machte einen Bogen um den Ofen und bot dem Anwalt
an, die Befragung zu tibernehmen. Gorne fuhr sich mit der
Linken tiber den Kopf, um ein paar Haare glatt zu streichen,
und nahm das Angebot erleichtert an.

»Ihr Manng, sagte er knapp.

Gideon Horlitz ging vor dem feisten Kerl mit dem roten
Bart in die Hocke und musterte ihn. Wie Riibezahl erschien
ihm dieser mit seinem Bauch, seiner wilden, gesinnungslo-
sen Miene. Zu seiner Uberraschung zeichnete sich auf dem
Gesicht des Professors ein Lacheln ab, und er sprach ihn sogar
an: »Ah, der neue Herr Kommissar. Dann kénnen wir endlich
an die Arbeit gehen. Wir wollen doch keinen Justizskandal
verursachen. Es ist 16blich, dass der gute Moritz von sich aus
in den Ausstand getreten ist. Nun, wie kann ich Thnen dien-
lich sein?«
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Verdutzt sah Horlitz zu Bentheim, der inzwischen einen
Graphitstift angespitzt und das Gesagte bereits in kursiver
deutscher Stenografie zu Papier brachte. Er verwendete das
System des Franz Xaver Gabelsberger, eines vor 16 Jahren ver-
storbenen Ministerialbeamten aus Bayern. Es war praktisch
und leicht zu entziffern, und Julius benutzte es auch fir seine
Vorlesungen an der Universitit.

»Tja, dh«, stammelte Horlitz, »haben Sie uns etwas zu sagen,
Herr Professor?«

»Ganz und gar nicht. Was diesen vertrackten Fall angeht,
berufe ich mich auf mein Schweigerecht. Sobald Sie mich ins
Palais Grumbkow tiberfithrt haben, mochte ich, dass mir ein
Pflichtverteidiger an die Seite gestellt wird. Der soll sich um
alles kimmern. Das wird es mir erleichtern, mich wieder
meinen Studien zu widmen. All dieser Polizeikram ermidet
einen nur. Finden Sie nicht auch, Herr... %

»Gideon Horlitz.«

»Ah, Gideon. Einer der sechs Richter der Stamme Israels. Ein
schoner Name. Ubersetzt heifit er »der Hacker, der Zersto-
rer«. Hoffen wir, dass Sie diesen Kriminalfall nicht zerstoren
werden, Gideon. Oder dass der Fall nicht Sie zerstort.«

Ein diabolisches Grinsen huschte tiber seine Backen, bevor er
wieder liebenswiirdig und lammfromm aussah.

»Sie verweigern die Aussage?«
»Korrekt.«

»Gut, wenn Sie nicht reden wollen, hat das keinen Sinn. Ich
werde Thre Uberfithrung an den Molkenmarkt veranlassen.«

»Sehr liebenswiirdig. Es ist aber nicht so, dass ich mich vollig
in Schweigen hiillen mochte, Kommissar. Fiir eine kleine
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Plauderstunde bin ich leicht zu haben. Sie diirfen das Thema
wihlen. Literatur, Philosophie, Musik — was hitten Sie gern?«

»Wie wire es mit Medizin? Die Pathologie der Irren?«, entfuhr
es Horlitz heftig.

»Na, na, Herr Kommissar! Warum denn gleich so aufbrau-
send? Um Ihnen in Threr schwierigen Situation Verstindnis
entgegenzubringen, werde ich Thnen einen Rat geben.«

»Einen Rat?«

»Ja, einen Rat. So etwas wie eine Empfehlung, ein Fingerzeig,
wenn Sie so wollen: Lassen Sie eine Inventarliste anlegen.«

Gideon Horlitz richtete sich zu voller Grofle auf. Seine Miene
war wieder undurchdringlich. Julius Bentheims Graphitstift
ruhte untdtig auf dem Papier. Interessiert beobachtete der
Tatortzeichner seinen Mentor, der den Kiefer bewegte und
mit den Zdhnen knirschte. Mit einer unwirschen Handbe-
wegung forderte der Polizeibeamte den Professor schliefllich
auf, sich zu erheben. Ein Gendarm, der die Szene vom Flur
aus mitverfolgt hatte, trat heran.

»Fithren Sie ihn ab.«

Botho Goltz liefS sich widerstandslos zur Tiir geleiten. Der
junge Bentheim blickte ihm nach. Bevor der Mann mit den
roten Haaren im Flur verschwand, horte er ihn noch sagen:
»Wird allmihlich kilter, meinen Sie nicht? Ist wohl an der
Zeit, noch ein Stiick Brennholz nachzulegen.. .«

The European Union Prize for Literature 2014 119



The Dark Muse
Armin Ohri

Translated from the German by Jonathan Huston

Chapter 2

The news of Lene Kulm’s murder reached Inspector Gideon
Horlitz in the early morning. When the chubby-cheeked
police trainee who had been entrusted with the urgent message
finally found him, he was just visiting the site of a different
human tragedy. Several people swarmed around him, most of
them in uniform, talking excitedly among themselves, sur-
veying the room with measuring tapes and plumb lines. Only
one person was no longer moving: he was hanging from the
ceiling on a rope, an overturned chair beneath him.

The group had come together just outside the old city centre in
a side alley that was not clogged with horse carriages, workers
and dawdlers. The room itself where the men were investigat-
ing the suicide was at the back of an extensive property, part
of an arcade that probably had served as a retreat for its owner
from the raging of the world.

Inspector Horlitz leaned over to get a better look at the work of
his crime scene artist. “Good work, Bentheim. That’s another
fine display of your talent.”

Julius Bentheim looked up briefly and smiled with gratitude.
He was 19-years-old and used his sketching to earn some extra
money for his legal studies. On the pastel sheet of paper, he
thumbed over part of the drawing he thought was less success-
ful, and he rubbed out a small splotch of coal. First, he reached
for a piece of chalk, and then a wax pencil, improving the
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detail. From time to time, the policemen called out length and
width measures to him. He had sketched the crime scene on
a 1:25 scale, and now only a few small details were missing
to complete the drawing.

Soon his work was done, and now he focused on the conversa-
tion between Gideon Horlitz and the messenger from the former
Grumbkow Palace, where the police headquarters were located.

“Professor Goltz, you said?”

The young man nodded and an excited sparkle shot out of his
superior’s eyes.

“My Lord! A major catch.”

“This is why it’s urgent that you come, Inspector. This is just
what the mob of journalists has been waiting for. Once they
hear what happened, there will be no stopping them.”

“Who’s on site?”

“Four or five gendarmes, one investigating judge, a prosecu-
tor, and Inspector Bissing.”

Horlitz raised an eyebrow. “So tell me, if you already have an
inspector on site, why am I needed for this matter?”

“Bissing knows the professor personally,” the messenger
explained.

“I see.” The inspector’s gaze wandered restlessly around the
room until it found the crime scene artist. Later, Bentheim
would look back on this moment with excruciating clarity.
This was the critical moment when the course was set for
the rest of his life. When the goddess of fate had mercilessly
decided to force him to look at the abyss of the human soul.
“My dear artist,” Horlitz said, “I apologise, but your working
hours have just been extended.”
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Marienburg Street slowly came back to life. The first horse-
drawn cart started to rumble over the cobblestones and
peasant women brought their goods to the city’s markets. The
tenement dwellers knew nothing about the crime committed
on the top floor, however. Julius Bentheim sat across from the
inspector in a landau, a convertible four-seat, four-wheel car-
riage. Because the July night had been muggy, they drove with
the carriage hood down. In silence, they had ridden a bit less
than half a Prussian mile when the coachman reached their
destination and stopped the horses.

“Let’s get out,” Horlitz grumbled.

They swung themselves out of the carriage door. Young
Bentheim was filled with nervous excitement. Although
his studies afforded him hardly any free time, he loved the
assignments that took him to the most outlandish places in
Berlin. And his pay wasn’t bad. He mainly worked nights, and
so he received extra compensation. Usually he was called up
to sketch the evidence for burglaries. From time to time, he
also came into contact with small-time criminals, whores,
and pimps. Work was multifaceted and full of surprises, and
that’s what Julius liked about it.

A gendarme was already waiting for them at the entrance. He
greeted the two new arrivals with a nod and opened the door
for them. He held a lantern that provided sufficient illumina-
tion for the entryway. “It’s hard to find your way around here.
A real labyrinth. The prosecutor told me to wait downstairs
for you. When he’s right, he’s right.”

They climbed the steps that Lene Kulm had ascended just a few
hours before. Out of breath, Gideon Horlitz said, “The pros-
ecutor on duty today - is he tall and haggard and has his hair
combed over from one side to the other to hide his bald head?”

122 The European Union Prize for Literature 2014



Armin Ohri

“Yes, Inspector.”

Bentheim thought he saw a smile in the flickering light of the
lantern.

“Then it’s Theodor Gorne.”
“Right, that’s his name.”

“Hmm.” The inspector mumbled something unintelligible.
He was 53-years-old with the beginnings of a paunch. His
greying hair was perfectly coiffed. For 15 years, he had served
as a major in a dragoon regiment before switching to the
police. In November 1848, he had been involved in the disso-
lution of the Prussian National Assembly by the army, a fact
too embarrassing to ever mention.

There was something bizarre about the scene presenting
itself to them when they reached the top floor. Several people
crowded together in a small room and got in each other’s way.
On the right, a pale-faced woman who lived in the build-
ing was being questioned by a gendarme; on the left in the
hallway, the corpse of a young woman lay splattered with
blood. Around her stood men wearing the uniforms of the
Berlin police force.

Julius took the Mercier he’d inherited from his uncle out of
his vest pocket and looked at the watch face.

“What’s the time?” Horlitz asked.
“4:15”

“The first tenants will be getting up soon. All hell will break
loose when they notice the police are in the building. Come
with me, Bentheim.”

The former Prussian soldier cleared a path to the gendarmes
at the crime scene. A man was kneeling on the ground at the

The European Union Prize for Literature 2014 123



The Dark Muse

right attic door. “Lene,” he kept muttering, “my Lene.” He
looked stunned and his eyes were glassy. Anyone could tell
from his distraught expression that he was suffering. Vulgar
instincts like pity for a complete stranger were unknown to
Gideon Horlitz, but young Bentheim felt bad for this creature.

With a nod of his head, one of the gendarmes pointed toward
the second attic door, and Horlitz and Bentheim turned
around. Together they entered the professor’s attic flat. A fire
was crackling in a stove in the centre of the room, spreading
a welcome warmth. A small misshapen man with a fox-red
mop of hair sat on a chair in front of the panelled back wall.
The prosecutor named Gorne had leaned over him and was
talking to him without interruption. Somewhat to the side in
front of the dormer window, two men were talking; one of
them was Moritz Bissing, the inspector said to be biased in
the case. When he saw Horlitz, he waved him over.

“Gideon! I'm glad you were able to come. May I introduce you
to Investigating Judge Karl Otto von Leps.”

They shook hands. The hand of the judge - an ancient man
with a bony skull - was icy cold.

“Pleased to meet you,” Horlitz said deferentially.

Bissing continued: “I have informed His Honour that the
confessed murderer is, like myself, a member of the anthro-
pological Renan and Feuerbach Society and a correspond-
ing member of the Prussian Academy of Sciences. Professor
Goltz and I have already met at various gatherings and are
acquainted with each other. I therefore took the liberty of
sending a messenger for you, Gideon, because I knew you
were the inspector on night duty.”

“Can you tell me what steps have already been taken?”
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“Forgive me, Inspector, if I interrupt,” the judge said. “But
now that you're here, Inspector Bissing’s presence is no longer
required. His acquaintance with the perpetrator is a sensitive
matter and I hereby release him from his duties.”

Moritz Bissing nodded wordlessly, gave Horlitz a friendly pat
on the shoulder, and withdrew. Karl Otto von Leps took a
sharp look at the young artist, who was standing two steps
behind the inspector and had heard everything. “And you
are... ¢”

“My protégé,” responded Gideon at Bentheim’s side.

“Good, good. So let’s start at the beginning: the neighbour,
a widow named Bettine Liitzow, gave the alarm. Accord-
ing to her statement, Professor Goltz calmly knocked at her
door and informed her that he had just committed a murder.
Mrs Liitzow was terrified - who could blame her? She can’t
remember the exact wording of the confession, but Goltz said
something like: I've just killed your neighbour.”

“Did he say ‘killed’? Or ‘murdered’?”

“Unintentional homicide can be ruled out, if that’s why you're
asking. He acted methodically. The victim, by the way, is a
21-year-old helper at the slaughterhouse, Magdalene Kulm,
whom everyone called Lene. She has a record with us because
she was a part-time prostitute and has been arrested before.”

“Magdalene,” the inspector mused. “Nomen est omen. What
happened then?”

“The professor calmly went back to his room, where he waited
for the officers to arrive.” With a quick arm movement, the
old judge pointed to the red-haired man. “Since then, he’s
been sitting on his chair and refusing to speak.”

“Who’s the poor fellow in the hallway?”
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“According to Mrs Liitzow, he’s Miss Kulm’s fiancé. I think
he’s more likely her lover and her pimp. But you have to admit
he’s badly shaken. Now it’s your turn, Horlitz: do something
with this case. Lend the prosecutor a helping hand before he
blunders again.” He lowered his voice and added, “Between
you and me, everyone knows he’s a disgrace to his profession.”

Julius Bentheim looked at the floor, embarrassed. If it’s
already come this far that a judge is compromising his own
prosecutors, that only makes the justice system’s bad reputa-
tion worse in the eyes of the public. At Molkenmarkt, Police
Headquarters and the Town Magistrate were both housed in
the former palace of Field Marshall von Grumbkow. In 1771,
the Criminal Court had moved in right next door, into the
former palace of Count von Schwerin. Because police power
was so often arbitrary, the entire complex of buildings was
considered a place of horror.

The inspector cast a sorrowful glance at Theodor Gérne, who
was struggling to get the suspect to talk, and he shrugged his
shoulders in resignation. “My dear Julius, watch and learn.
And take down the report. You can do that, can’t you? You
have plenty of pencils and paper, in any case.” He walked
around the stove and offered to take over the questioning
from the prosecutor. Gorne patted down a few stray hairs
with his left hand and was relieved to accept the offer.

“Your suspect,” he said tersely.

Gideon Horlitz crouched down in front of the stout man with
the red beard and looked at him carefully. He looked like
the mountain spirit Riibezahl with his paunch and his wild,
shameless expression. To his surprise, a smile appeared on the
face of the professor, and the man even spoke: “Ah, the new
inspector. Then we can finally get to work. We don’t want
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to cause a justice scandal now, do we? It’s commendable that
good old Moritz recused himself. So, how can I help you?”

Horlitz gave Bentheim a perplexed look. Bentheim had already
sharpened a graphite pencil and written down what had
been said in cursive German shorthand. He used the system
created by Franz Xaver Gabelsberger, a ministerial official
from Bavaria who had died 16 years before. It was practical
and easy to decipher, and Julius also used it to take notes for
his lectures at the university.

“Well, ah,” Horlitz stammered, “do you have something to
say, Professor?”

“Not at all. As far as this tricky case goes, I invoke my right
to silence. As soon as you have transferred me to Grumbkow
Palace, I want you to provide me with a public defender. I
want him to take care of everything for me. This will make it
easier for me to continue my studies. All this police business
just tires everyone out. Don’t you think, Mr... ?”

“Gideon Horlitz.”

“Ah, Gideon. One of the six judges of the tribes of Israel. A
beautiful name. Translated, it means ‘the feller, the destroyer.’
Let’s hope that you won’t destroy this criminal case, Gideon.
And that the case won’t destroy you.”

A diabolic smirk flitted over his face, and then he looked

genial and as meek as a lamb again.
“Are you refusing to testify?”

“T am.

“Fine, if you don’t want to talk, there’s no sense in continuing.
I will arrange your transfer to Molkenmarkt.”
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“Very kind of you. But it’s not as if I want to wrap myself com-
pletely in silence, Inspector. I'm happy to have a chat now and
then. You can choose the topic. Literature, philosophy, music
- what would you like?”

“How about medicine? The pathology of the insane?” Horlitz
retorted.

“Well, well, Inspector! Why so irascible? To show understand-
ing for your difficult situation, I would like to give you some
advice.”

“Advice?”

“Yes, advice. Like a recommendation, or a hint, as it were: be
sure to compile an inventory.”

Gideon Horlitz straightened up to his full height. His expres-
sion had become impenetrable again. Julius Bentheim’s graph-
ite pencil rested on the paper without moving. The crime
scene artist observed his mentor with interest. Horlitz was
moving his jaw and grinding his teeth. With a gruff move-
ment of his hand, the police officer finally asked the professor
to get up. A gendarme who had observed the scene from the
hallway approached.

“Take him away.”

Botho Goltz let himself be escorted to the door without resist-
ing. Young Bentheim’s eyes followed him. Before the man with
the red hair disappeared down the hallway, he heard him say,
“It’s getting colder, isn’t it? It must be time to put on another
piece of firewood...”
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Biography

Born in Malta in 1982, Pierre J. Mejlak has been writing since he was young. Mejlak has written
books for children, adaptations, a novel for adolescents and two collections of short stories,
winning numerous awards, including five National Book Awards, the Commonwealth Essay
Writing Award and the Sea of Words European Short Story Award.

Mejlak worked as a journalist from 1999 to 2005 and was twice the winner of the Malta Jour-
nalism Award. He was a BBC correspondent, a regular columnist for Maltese daily newspaper
In-Nazzjon and produced radio shows - including 60 one-hour documentaries on rock legends
- for various national radio stations.

Synopsis

The 10 stories in this collection, just like any self-respecting collection of medieval tales, are
framed by a prologue and an epilogue. And some of the characters in the stories, like the bishop
in‘ll-Barranija’(‘The Foreign Woman’) or the dying father in ‘Mort Naraha, Pa’ ('l Went to See Her,
Pa’), could easily have inhabited Boccaccio’s Decameron.

The tension in many of the stories arises from the coming together of the past (or, at least, a pre-
vious way of life) and the present. Many of the narrators are travellers, moving from one point
of their existence to another, trying to understand a life that they have lived but never fully
comprehended, or trying to undo a part of the past that did not go according to plan. Very often
their travels take them from metropolitan Europe to the periphery or the other way round, and
these seemingly opposite worlds that have become so close in contemporary Europe serve
as background to the lives of the different characters, who realize, or at least help us readers
realize, that life is still lived at different rhythms in different parts of the world.

In fact, this could be read as a book about storytelling, not only as a form of pleasure that is
shared between writer and reader, or narrator and listener, but more importantly as a gift that's
given with love and needs love to be appreciated.
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Mort naraha, Pa

Tbaxxejt u b’ghajnejja mohbija fil-pali ta’ jdejja — qisni tifel qed
ihares minn tieqa mzellga bix-xemx kontrih - pespisthielu.

“Mort naraha, pa. Mort naraha.”

*

L-ahhar darba li Zortu ma tantx kien jidher tajjeb. Ohti
z-zghira kienet ghadha kemm harget u kienet haditlu rasu
tghidlu li qed tarah sejjer lura. Is-soltu taghha. U hassejt 1i
almenu jien ghandi nibdel id-diska. U allura stagsejtu f’liema
mara ged jahseb l-izjed u l-kliem waqa’ fuq l-Ispanjola.

Kien jiehu pjacir meta nkellmu dwar in-nisa ta’ hajtu. Donnu
dakil-hin l-ugigh kien jinsieh u ghajnejh bhal jikbru u jiffukaw.
Ghax kemm kien ilu li marad u dahal l-isptar, in-nisa li habb
t’hajtu kienu saru ghalih album ta’ ritratti li ma seta’ jieqaf
iqalleb qatt. U taht kull ritratt kien hemm mija ohra mohbija.
Ma kienx hemm dettall wiehed li ma kienx ghadu jiftakar
b’¢arezza. Kultant kont nahseb li ged jaqla’ minn Zniedu izda
meta xahar jew tnejn wara jerga’ lura bl-istess dettall, bl-istess
konvinzjoni, bl-istess harsa u tbissima, kull dubju li kien ikolli
kien jisfuma fix-xejn. “Allahares m'ghandix lilhom,” kien jghidli
meta konna nkunu wehidna. “Ghidli int - kieku kif se nqatta’
dawk l-iljieli li ma jkunu jridu jghaddu qatt?” U mbaghad
kien ikompli dejjem bl-istess mistogsija. “Ghax, nghid jien,
fuq xiex joqoghdu jahsbu dawk ix-xjuh bhali - wehidhom -
li f’hajjithom qatt ma ggennu wara mara?” U meta kien ikun
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jidher b’sahhtu bizzejjed ghal argument kont nghidlu li forsi
jkunu qed jahsbu dwar il-pajjizi 1i zaru, il-hbieb li kellhom,
l-avventuri li ghexu, l-istejjer li semghu, ix-xoghol li hadmu,
u dwar dak kollu li ghaddew minnu. U kien isikkitni b’tixjira
tal-idejn tipika tan-nies ta’ Zzmienu. “Le, le, ibni. Mhux l-istess.
Dagskemm ghamilt xoghlijiet f’hajti. X’niftakar minnhom?
Xejn. U dagskemm Zort pajjizi u ghaddejt minn affarijiet...”

“Kemm tiehu gost jekk tarak!” rega’ qalli meta rgajna lura
ghall-Ispanjola. “Isma’, tweghedni li tmur izzurha qabel
immut?” U bla ma hallieni nwiegbu, kompla. “Mur. Ghidilha
b’kollox u gibli ahbarha.”

Riedni bilfors immur inzurha. U meta rani qisni ged nahsibha,
izjed talabni b’herqa. “Qabel immut, ibni, mur kellimha!”
Fakkarni fija meta kont zghir u kont nibghat lil ommi tghaddi
messagg lil xi hadd li jien ma kellix il-kuragg nghaddihulu.
U spjegali t-triq bl-istess ton u bl-istess ismaghni sew tal-bidu
li bihom fi tfuliti kien qalli kif ghandi naghmel biex immur
ghand in-nanniet. Jew ghand tal-grocer biex nixtri I-halib.

“Ismaghni sew. Kif tasal l-ajruport ta’ Alicante, ikri karozza,”
qed jghidli, bxufftejh jinghafsu flimkien, bir-roghda ta’ idu
mohbija fil-komma u bi tbissima nofsha mqarba u nofsha ma
nafx xiex. “Ohrog mill-parking tal-ajruport u segwi t-tabelli li
b’ittri kbar, fuq nett, jghidulek Murcia.”

Imbaghad ihares lejja u jinduna li ma jien qed innizzel xejn. “Ikteb!”

U nohrog biro mill-but tal-glekk u nikteb fuq I-ewwel karta li nsib
- l-ircevuta tal-gallettini u tal-ilma li xtrajtlu jien u diehel l-isptar.

“Suq f’dik id-direzzjoni sakemm it-triq wiesgha tinqasam fi
tnejn u fin-nofs l-iehor jibdew jidhru tabelli ohra kbar bil-

kliem Grenada Almeria. Ixghel l-indicator. Attent ghal ta’
warajk u aqleb fuq in-naha l-ohra. U suq bil-mod!”
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Nitbissem imma t-tbissima tieghi ma jarahiex ghax fil-
frattemp ghalaq ghajnejh u ntilef isuq lejn dar I-Ispanjola.

“Issa suq bid-dritt sakemm tara t-tabella Mazarron.”
Ninnota idu. Qisha l-vlegga fuq GPS.
“Mur fejn tibaghtek dik. Suppost, issa, bdew jidhru d-djar,

l-appartamenti ghall-kiri u ghall-bejgh u l-bahar gieghed fil-
qrib. Imma mhux qed tarah. Fhimt?”

“Fhimt.”

“Ma’ kull ftit kilometri qed jizdiedu t-tabelli u fuq kull wahda
issa tista’ tinnota Puerto de Mazarron. Suq fid-direzzjoni tal-
port sakemm tara l-ewwel vlegeg li jimmarkawlek id-dahla
ghal Aguilas.”

Jiftah ghajnejh u narahom jixeghlu hafna izjed milli kienu
qabel ghalaghom.

“Inti qed tikteb?”
“Iva, iva, qed nikteb. Kompli.”

“Tekk tasal shemm u m’intix tilmah kilometri shah ta” serer
bojod mimlija tadam fellaqt xi mkien. Jekk qed tara s-serer,
mela issa m’hemmx fejn tinfixel. Triq wahda sakemm tasal
f’salib it-toroq u tara tabella ckejkna fuq il-lemin li tghidlek
Puntas de Calnegre. Idhol f’dik it-triq dejqa, itfaghha free
u halli r-roti jduru wehidhom. U nizzel it-twieqi halli thoss
iz-ziffa tal-bahar tiffriskak. Xi gmiel...”

“Pa, evita l-poezija. Iffoka fuq it-tabelli!”
Jaghfas ghajnejh. Jitbissem u jerga’ lura ghad-direzzjonijiet.

“Suq bil-mod li ma jmurx jagsamlek tifel minn xi mkien. U
minn hemm ghandek taraha - fit-tarf tat-triq - villa maqtugha
mill-bgija. Kompli sejjer sa hdejha. Ipparkja bil-kwiet. Ohrog.
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Mur fuq il-bankina, fejn probabbli se ssib qattus jilghaq
skeletru ta’ xi huta, u doqq il-qanpiena.”

Missieri kien qed jibghatni nara lill-mara li dam jara -
bil-mohbi tommi - ghaxar snin. U m’iniex sejjer biex
nikkuntentah. Sejjer ghax nixtieq insir nafha lil din il-mara
li ghamlitu tant ferhan. Sejjer biex bla kliem nirringrazzjaha.
Ridt naraha lil din il-mara li kull darba kienet tinjettalu doza
ferh li kienet tmantnih xhur shah. Imbaghad, meta jghib kull
hjiel taghha, jerga’ lura Spanja bl-iskuza tax-xoghol. U ahna
nistennewh gej lura b’xi tanbur, zugraga, ¢cimblu, borza zibeg
b’elf kulur u bi tbissima ta’ xi hadd mimli bil-ferh.

U bl-ircevuta tal-hanut tal-isptar maghfusa mal-istering tal-
Ford Ka li krejt, ged insuq u nitbissem u nammira l-memorja
ta’ missieri. Ghax anke li kieku hallejt il-karozza f’idejn
xadina probabbli kienet tasal hdejn il-villa tal-Ispanjola bla
ebda xkiel. U issa ghaddej mit-triq tal-villa u nizzilt it-tieqa
tal-karozza u qed nidhak qisni iblah ghax iz-ziffa tal-bahar

gieghda tabilhaqq tiffriskali wicéi. U qed nisma’ wkoll
l-eccitament tat-tfal hafjin jigru wara l-ballun fuq il-bajja
u t-tgergir tommhom quddiem tal-grocer u t-tisbit ta’
missierhom hiereg mill-bar fuq in-naha l-ohra tat-triq. U qed
nahseb li, li kieku ma qtajtlux kliemu meta kien wasal f’dan
il-punt tal-vjagg, dawn id-dettalji kien isemmihomli wkoll.

Imbaghad daqqejt il-qanpiena u tfaccat quddiemi lista ta’
possibbiltajiet 1i lanqas biss kienu ghaddewli minn mohhi
tul il-vjagg. Forsi l-mara mietet. Jew marret tghix band’ohra.
Forsi qieghda ma’ ragel iehor u l-istorja ma’ missieri nsietha.
Jew trid tinsieha. Forsi fid-dar m’ghadu joqghod hadd. Jew
xtraha haddiehor li, dwar l-istorja ta’ missieri mal-Ispanjola,
ma jaf xejn. Jew forsi l-Ispanjola se tiftahli u ma tkunx trid
tilgaghni. Jew forsi se jiftahli binha u mbaghad x’se nghidlu?
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Jinfetah il-bieb u titfacca quddiemi I-Ispanjola ta’ missieri.
Ma kellix dubji li ma kenitx hi. Ghajnejha kien pittirhomli.
U pittirhom tajjeb. Kbar. Hodor. Fl-isfar. Sbieh. U wiccha ta’
anzjana li qed tixjieh bil-grazzja kollha tad-dinja.

“Xhin tiftahlek ghidilha li inti t-tifel tieghi u li smajt hatna dwarha.
Ghidilha li ged immut bil-mod il-mod imma li ghadha f’qalbi u
bla ma taf qed izzommli hafna kumpanija. U mbaghad se tghidlek
tidhol gewwa u tistagsik elf mistogsija. Ghax dik hekk - ghal kull
kelma tieghek, mistogsija. U mbaghad ara tferraghlekx ftit tal-45.”

“Gharaftek,” qaltli fil-bieb. “Ghandek ghaj-nejn missierek.
Ma tantx inbdilt mir-ritratti li kien urieni. Imma toqghodx
fil-bieb. Idhol. Ghaddi gewwa.” Imbaghad daret fuq qattusa
li kien hemm iccassata lejja bejn saqajha. “Tira de aqui!
Tenemos una visita.”

U wara li kilna fi k¢ina mimlija borom u tagnijiet imdendla
dawramejt, semmejtilha 1-45 u ghajnejha f’daqqa nksew
b’kisja ohra dmugh. Qaltli nimxi warajha. Nizzlitni l-garigor
u fil-frisk tal-kantina writhomli stivati hdejn xulxin - flixkun
hdejn l-iehor - ilkoll bin-numru 45 miktub fughom bl-idejn.

Kienet ilha tistiva flixkun hdejn l-iehor minn dakinhar li
telag u ma regax mar lura.

“Kont certa li ghad jigi. Mhux l-ewwel darba li qalli li kellha
tkun l-ahhar darba li qed narah. Kien ilu jghidli li xi darba
z-zjarat tieghu se jieqfu u ma jergghux jibdew. Imma qatt ma
emmintu ghax - orrajt — gieli kienu jghaddu ftit tax-xhur...
imma dejjem gie lura. U bqajt minn dakinhar li rajtu l-ahhar
- nohrog fil-gnien naqta’ l-berqugq, bl-istess ingwanti li kien
jilbes meta kien johrog jagtaghhom hu.”

U tant dratha r-rutina li ghadha taghmilha sal-lum. Ghadha
tidhol bil-kaxxa tal-berquq u tbattalha fuq il-bank il-kbir
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tal-k¢ina u bl-istess mus taqta’ berquqa berquqa fi tnejn u
twaddab kollox f’borma taghli. U hemm thalli I-berquq
jogmos fl-ilma jbagbaq ghal minuta. Biex xi dudu zghir u
iswed li seta’ kien hemm mohbi go fihom jinkewa bla jinduna
u jisparixxi qisu qatt ma kien.

“Kif sparixxa hu,” qed tghidli b’nofs tbissima gherja minn
kull hjiel ta’ rabja. “La ittra. La telefonata. Xejn. Hekk
kien missierek. Jew faccata ta’ dar kollha dwal qawwija li
jghammxulek ghajnejk jew ix-xejn.”

U mbaghad ittella’ b’ku¢carun il-berquq shun u mxarrab u
twaddbu f’hames litri cognac u hemm thallih xahar u nofs.
Hamsa u erbghin jum. La wiehed Zejjed u ‘qas wiehed nieqes.

“Kif kien jghidli naghmel hu.”

Hamsa u erbghin jum, li matulhom tittama li hekk kif
tbattal il-kontenitur fil-passatur biex il-cognac jibqa” ghaddej
u l-berquq jinqabad gewwa, ikun hemm hdejha fil-kcina,
sorpriz li x-xarba tieghu baqghet taghmilha. Imbaghad bil-
cognac li jghaddi mill-passatur timla flixkun tal-hgieg. U
twahhal fuq il-flixkun stiker safra u fugha, b’felt pen iswed,
thazzez 45 - kif kien jaghmel hu - ghal kull jum li ghamel lix-
xarba dak li saret. “Ghax ix-xarba gisna ahna,” kien jghidilha,
probabbli bl-istess ton li bih kien spjegali minn fejn ghandi
nghaddi biex immur l-iskola wahdi. U mbaghad - l-istess
bhalu - tikteb fir-rokna t’isfel tal-istiker is-safra d-data ta’
dakinhar.

“Joghgbok?”
“Hafna.”

“Hadd ma johrog minn hawn qabel iduq ftit minnu. U kull
darba li nghollu t-tazzi nahseb fih. Kemm xhur ghamilt
hekk, ara,” qed tghidli thares lejn il-gnien b’tazza 45 f’idha.
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“Inhares fil-gnien u nahseb fih u dwar jekk hux qed jahseb
fija. Dwar x'qed jaghmel dak il-hin. Dwar jekk nesinix
bhallikieku qatt ma kont. Dwar x’tifkira ha mieghu tieghi.
Dwar jekk iddizappuntajtux l-ahhar darba li gie hawn. Dwar
jekk ghidtlux xi kelma li ma kellix nghid jew jekk ghidtlux xi
haga li fehem hazin. Dwar jekk hux qed jahsibha li xi darba
jerga’ lura. Jekk hux ged jittama li b’xi mod, xi mkien, nergghu
niltaqghu. U dwar jekk qattx ghad iddoqq dik il-qanpiena li
daqqejt int u xhin niftah insib lilu.”

Tieqaf. Thares lejja. Tinduna li m’ghandi xejn xi nghid. U
tkompli. “Domt hafna biex irrassenjajt ruhi li lil missierek
ma kellix nerga’ narah. Hafna, hafna domt. Bqajt nohrog
fil-gnien u naqta’ kaxxa berquq wara l-ohra bit-tama li meta
xahar u nofs wara nimla flixkun iehor ikun hdejja.”

Qed inhoss li ghandi nghid xi haga. Izda ma nista’ nsib xejn
ahjar mis-silenzju.

“Ghall-bidu, meta ntbaht li forsi lura mhu gej qatt, ippruvajt
nirrabja ghalih. Hsibt 1li forsi b’hekk il-vojt tieghu ma
nhossux tant. Izda ma stajtx nirrabja ghal xi hadd bhalu. Ma
kienx hemm x’tahfirlu. Missierek ma gideb qatt. L-affarijiet
kienu cari mill-ewwel lejla li fiha ltqajna fil-port. Kont jien
li accettajt li narah kumdita tieghu. Kont jien li hsibt li forsi
nista’ narah u ngawdih bla ma niftahlu qalbi. Imma meta
ntbaht li qalbi kienet hu u hu kien qalbi kien ftit tard.”

Issa dahlet il-qattusa u qabzet fuq kuxxtejha.

“Missierek ghallimni hafna. U dahhakni hafna wkoll. U
habbni. Zgur.”

It-tazza tieghi Zvojtat. Terga’ timlihieli. Imbaghad thares lejja.

“Se ddum hawn?”
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*

Missieri miet ma’ sbieh it-tielet jum li ghamilt ghandha.
Cemplitli ohti filghodu kmieni u qaltli li miet matul il-lejl.
Hadd ma stennieh se jitlaq hekk malajr.

U fi triqti lejn Alicante bkejt. U hi bkiet mieghi.

“Mort naraha, pa. Mort naraha,” pespistlu b’ghajnejja mohbija
fil-pali ta’ jdejja qed jaghfsu mal-kawba tleqq tat-tebut.

“Ghadha thobbni?” ged jistagsini.

“Iffissata, pa. Iffissata fuqek baqghet, pa! U ma taqtax kemm
ghandha fliexken tal-45? Kantina shiha mimlija bihom, pa!
Kantina shiha!”

U qed jitbissem it-tbissima tieghu.
“U gibtlek xi haga mieghi, pa. Gibtlek xi haga mieghi.”
“Flixkun 45 zgur!”

“Le. Mhux flixkun 45. Xi haga ohra. Stenna ftit. Issa taraha
daqt... qalb dawn il-hafna nies.”
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What the Night Lets You Say
Pierre J. Mejlak

Translated from the Maltese by Antoine Cassar

I Went to See Her, Pa

I bent down, cupping my hand over my eyes, as if shielding
them from the sun, and I whispered to him, “I went to see her,
Pa. I went to see her.”

*

The last time I visited him, he didn’t look so good. My younger
sister had just left and, as usual, she had kept harping on about
how he seemed to be getting worse. I felt I should keep things
light and so I asked him about the women who had marked
his life. That’s how we ended up talking about the Spanish
woman.

He used to enjoy talking about the women he had known.
In those moments he would seem to forget his pain, his eyes
would sparkle and suddenly focus. Because, since he had
gotten ill and been taken to the hospital, the women he had
loved during his life had become for him a photo album, which
he never tired of thumbing through. And beneath every photo
there were another 50 hidden. There wasn’t one single detail
that had escaped his memory. Sometimes I used to think he
was making it all up, but when a month or two later, he would
repeat it all with the exact same details, the same conviction,
the same look and smile, my doubts would disappear. “Thank
God I have them,” he would tell me when we were alone. “Tell
me how else would I get through these interminable nights?”
and then he would usually go on reflectively, “Sometimes
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I wonder, what do they think about, those other old men
like me - alone - if they’ve never known the thrill of loving
another woman?” And when he’d be strong enough to argue,
I would tell him that maybe they would think about the coun-
tries they had visited, old friends they had had, adventures
they had lived through, stories they had heard, the work they
had done, dogs they had raised, days they had spent swim-
ming in the sun, beautiful moments they had shared. And
he would stop me with a wave of his hand, typical of people
his age, “No, no, my son. It’s not the same. Oh, the number
of jobs I had in my life! What do I remember about them all?
Nothing. And the number of countries I visited and the walks
I took....”

“How she’d love to see you,” he told me when we got back to
the Spanish woman. “Listen, will you promise me to go and
visit her before I die?” And he went on without giving me
time to reply, “Go tell her everything and bring me news of
her.” He was adamant about my going, and when he saw I was
seriously toying with the idea, he pleaded earnestly with me
to go.

“Go talk to her, my son, before I die.”

He reminded me of myself when I was young. How I used to
ask my mother to deliver messages that I lacked the courage
to deliver myself. And he directed me to her house in the same
urgent tone of “listen carefully” that he had used before, when
in my younger days he would explain the way to my grand-
parents, or to the grocer to buy milk.

“Listen carefully. When you arrive at Alicante airport, rent a
car,” he’s saying through pursed lips, his shaking hand hidden
in his sleeve and with a smile halfway between mischievous
and slightly mysterious.
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“Leave the airport and follow the signs, written in big letters,
saying Murcia.”

Then he looks at me and realizes I'm not taking any notes.
“Write it down, dammit!”

And I take out a pen from my blazer pocket and start writing
on the first piece of paper that comes to hand - the receipt
for the biscuits and water I bought for him on arriving at the
hospital. “Drive in that direction until the highway splits in
two and, on the other side, you’ll be able to see new big signs
saying Grenada Almeria. Put on the indicator lights, watch
out for the cars behind you, and cross over to the other side.
And drive carefully.”

I smile, but he doesn’t see it because in the meantime he has
closed his eyes and lost himself driving towards his Spanish
lady.

“Now keep going straight ahead till you see the sign saying
Mazarron.”

I notice his hand. It looks like the arrow on my GPS.

“Go where it directs you. By now you should start seeing the
buildings, apartments for rent and for sale, and the sea is close
by, but you still can’t see it. Do you understand?”

“I understand.”

“With every few kilometres, you’ll see more signs, and on each
one you'll notice Puerto de Mazarron. Drive in the direction
of the port until you see the first arrows that point the way to
Aguilas.”

He opens his eyes and I can see them shining and much
clearer than they had been before.

“Are you writing it all down?”
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“Yes, yes, I am writing. Go on.”

“If you get to that point and you can’t see whole kilometres
of white greenhouses full of tomatoes, then somewhere you
must have taken a wrong turn. If you can see them, then you
have no problem. Straight down the road till you come to a
crossroad and on the right you see a small sign which says
Puntas de Calnegre. Drive down that narrow road, take your
foot off the break and let the wheels roll. Open the windows
so you can feel the breeze from the sea fresh on your face...
what beauty.”

“Pa, cut the poetry. Focus on the signs.”
He squints his eyes, smiles, and goes back to giving directions.

“Slow down. Be careful of children crossing the road. And
from there you should see it — at the end of the road - a villa
set apart from the others. Drive up to it. Park. Go out. Move
to the sidewalk, where you’ll probably find a cat licking clean
the skeleton of some fish, and ring the bell.”

My father was sending me to meet the woman he had secretly
seen for 10 years. And I'm not doing it to please him. I am
doing it because I wish to get to know this woman who had
made him so happy. I'm going so that I can wordlessly thank
her. I wanted to meet this woman who, every time, had filled
him up with enough joy to keep him going for months. Then,
when every hint of that joy disappeared, he’d go back to Spain
on the pretence of business. And we would wait for him to
come back carrying a drum, a top, a pair of cymbals, a bag of
beads of a thousand colours, and the joyful smile of someone
deeply sated.

And with the receipt from the hospital canteen stuck to the
steering wheel of the Ford Ka that I rented, I am driving and
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smiling. Marvelling at my father’s memory. Because even if I
had left the driving in the hands of a monkey, it would prob-
ably have arrived at the villa without mishap.

And now I'm driving down the road to the villa, and I've
wound down the car window and I am laughing like an idiot,
because the breeze from the sea is so fresh on my face...
and I'm listening to the excitement of the barefoot children
running after a ball on the beach, and their mothers mutter-
ing at the grocers and the slam-bang noises of their fathers
coming from the bar at the other end of the road. And I'm
thinking that if I hadn’t cut him short when he came to this
part of the trip he would have added these details as well.

Then I rang the bell and suddenly I was struck by a hundred
doubts. Maybe the woman had died, or moved somewhere
else, maybe she’s living with another man and has completely
forgotten my father, or wishes to, maybe the house was not
lived in now, or had been bought by someone who knows
nothing about my father’s affair with the Spanish lady, or
maybe she would open but wouldn’t welcome me, or maybe
her son would open, and then what would I tell him?

The door opens and there in front of me was my father’s
Spanish lady. I had no doubt it was her. He had painted her
eyes for me. And he had done a good job. Green. With a hint
of yellow. Beautiful.

And her face! A woman ageing gracefully.

“When she opens, tell her you're my son, and that you’ve heard
a lot about her. Tell her I'm dying but that she is still in my
heart, and keeping me company. And then she’ll invite you in
and ask you a thousand different questions. Because she’s like
that - for your every word she has a question. And then she’ll
pour you a little 45.”
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“I know you,” she said at the door. “You've got your father’s
eyes. You haven’t changed much from the pictures he showed
me. But don’t stay on the doorstep. Come in. Come inside.”
Then she turned to a cat who was staring at me from between
her legs. “Get away with you! We’ve got guests.”

And after we ate in a kitchen full of pots and pans hanging
all around, I mentioned the 45, and suddenly her eyes filled
with tears. She asked me to follow her. We went down a spiral
staircase and, in the cool interior of the basement, she showed
them to me, stored one next to another — bottle after bottle -
all of them sporting the number 45 written on them by hand.
She had been storing bottle after bottle since the day he left
never to return.

“I was certain he’d come back one day. It wasn’t the first time
he had told me that this would be the last time I saw him.
He told me many times that one day he’d stop coming. But I
never believed him because - well, yes - sometimes months
would pass, but he always came back. And since the last time
I saw him, I kept going to the garden, gathering the apricots,
wearing the same gloves he used to wear when he would
gather them himself.”

It had become a ritual which she followed to that day. She
would come in laden with a box full of apricots, and empty
them onto the huge kitchen bench. And with the same knife
he had used, she would cut them in half, one by one, and
throw the lot into a large boiling pot. And she would leave the
apricots bubbling in the boiling water for a minute, so that if
there happened to be a small black worm hidden inside any
of them, it would be scorched and disappear as if it had never
been. “Just like that he disappeared,” she’s telling me with a
half-smile which excludes any hint of anger. “Not a letter. Not
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a phone call. Nothing. That was your father. Either a brightly
lit fagade that dazzles your eyes or nada.” And then with a
large ladle she would scoop the hot wet apricots and throw
them in five litres of cognac, and there she’d leave them for a
month and a half. Forty-five days. Not one more, not one less.

“As he used to do.”

Forty-five days, during which she hopes that by the time she’s
passing the cognac through the sieve while leaving the apri-
cots out, he would be there, by her side, in her kitchen, sur-
prised that she had continued to make his drink. Then she’d
filter the sieved cognac into a glass bottle. On it she’d stick a
yellow note, and in a black felt pen she’d write 45 - as he used
to do - for each day that made the drink what it was. “Because
the drink is like us,” he used to tell her, probably in the same
tone he used to give me directions on how to get to school
on my own. And then - just as he used to do - in the lower
corner of the yellow sticker, she’d write the day’s date.

“Do you like it?”
“Very much.”

“No one goes out of here before tasting some of it. And every
time we raise a glass, I think of him.”

“You see... I've spent whole months like this,” she is now
telling me with a glass of 45 in her right hand, and with her
eyes fixed on the apricot trees outside. “I look at the garden
and wonder about him, wonder what he’s doing right now,
whether he’s forgotten all about me or what memories he’s
got of me. If maybe I had disappointed him the last time he
was here. Whether I had said something I shouldn’t have,
or if maybe I had said something which he misunderstood.
Whether he was thinking of coming back one day. Whether
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he was hoping that somehow, somewhere, we’d meet again.
And whether one day, the bell you rang would ring and I'd
open the door and find him there.”

She stops. Looks at me. Understanding that I have nothing to
say, she continues. “It took me a long time to accept the fact
that I'd never see your father again. A long, long time. I con-
tinued gathering the apricots, box after box from the garden,
in the hope that by the time I filled another bottle, he’d be
here with me.”

I feel I should say something but I can’t find anything worth
breaking the silence for.

“At first, when I understood he wasn’t coming back, I tried to
feel angry at him. I thought maybe the anger could fill up the
emptiness in my heart. But I couldn’t be angry at someone
like him.

“There was nothing to forgive. Your father never lied. Things
were clear from the first time we met down at the harbour. I
accepted the arrangement to see him at his convenience. I had
thought that maybe I could see and enjoy him without giving
him my heart. But by the time I realized that he was my heart
and my heart was him it was too late.” Now the cat came in
and jumped onto her lap.

“Your father taught me a lot. And made me laugh a lot. And
loved me. I'm sure of that.”

My glass is now empty. She fills it up again. Then she looks
at me.

“Are you staying long?”
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*

My father died on the dawn of the third day I spent with her.
My sister called me early and gave me the news. No one had
expected him to go so fast. And on my way to Alicante I cried.
And she cried with me.

“I went to see her, Pa. I went to see her,” I whispered, my eyes
hidden behind my hands pressing the cold shiny mahogany
of the coffin.

“Does she still love me?” he’s asking me.

“She’s crazy about you, Pa. She’s still crazy about you. And
guess how many bottles of 45 she has? A cellar full, Pa! A
whole cellar full!”

And he’s smiling his special smile.

“And I brought you something with me, Pa. I got you
something.”

“A bottle of 452”

“No, not a bottle of 45. Something else. Wait a minute. You’ll
soon see what I brought you... she’s here among the crowd.”
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Biography

Ognjen Spahi¢ was born in 1977 in Podgorica, Montenegro. Prior to Puna glava radosti, Spahi¢
published two earlier collections of short stories: Sve to (All That) in 2001, and Zimska potraga
(Winter Search) in 2007. His novel Hansenova djeca (Hansen’s Children), published in 2004, won
him the Mesa Selimovi¢ Prize for 2005, awarded to the best new novel from Croatia, Serbia, Mon-
tenegro, and Bosnia and Herzegovina. To date, Hansenova djeca has been published in French,
Italian, Slovenian, Romanian, Hungarian, Macedonian and English. His short story ‘Rejmond je
mrtav. Karver je umro, rekoh’ (‘Raymond is No Longer with Us — Carver is Dead’) was included in
the anthology Best European Fiction 2011, published by Dalkey Archive Press in the USA. In 2007,
he was a resident writer at the University of lowa'’s International Writing Program. In 2011, he
was the recipient of Romania’s Ovid Festival Prize awarded to a prominent young talent. Puna

glava radosti is Spahi¢’s most recent work, his fourth book of fiction to date.

Synopsis

Puna glava radosti (Head Full of Joy) by Ognjen Spahi¢, published this year by the Podgorica-
based publisher Nova knjiga, presents a corpus of 16 unusual tales featuring episodes from the
life of each story’s hero. Each story is told by an omniscient narrator or the hero himself, and
they paint a picture showing the collision of the outer and inner world of modern man, provid-
ing a distinct interpretation of the universal values of life. This peculiarity of style contains a
range of genres, a diversity of themes and abundant associativity, which gives much pleasure to
the modern reader, making them feel like they are privileged participants in the book’s events.
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Ognjen Spahic

1.

Dok gledam kroz $pijunku, ¢ini se kao da ta zena pridrzava
koplje, ono drveno, dugacko, nefunkcionalno i aljkavo
zasiljeno koje bijedan vitez trebao da, jaguci galopom, razbije o
grudi isto tako galopirajuc¢eg konjanika. Pridrzava ga stis¢uci
za sredinu, te tako balansira nezgrapnim predemetom dok u
drugoj ruci drzi kesu punu crnog grozda i paradajza.

2.

Ta zZena, moja je majka, a zvono ne radi ve¢ nekoliko mjeseci.
Da bi skrenula pozornost, prinudna je da ¢elom lupa o debelo
drvo. Moj sluh je u redu. No tupi udarci koje sam ¢uo sjedeci
u fotelji i ne radedi nista, Cinili su se stranima, nepodobnim za
ovaj svijet. Jednom kratko i snazno, a potom tri puta u nizu,
¢elom, ispostavice se. Jer kad sam primakao zenicu vratima,
to Celo se zalijetalo da jo$ jednom viteski raspali lakiranu
i crnu povrdinu. Pustio sam da udari i tek onda otvorio.
Zamirisalo je na majku. Njen dah ima aromu cigaret-filtera,
a graske znoja isparavaju uz $itanje koje ja ne mogu cuti ali
koje se §iri haustorom pogadajuci rezonance sluha pritajenih
glodara, velikih muva i vrabaca §to ¢uce u potkrovlju.
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Lift...
Da mama... Toliko ¢uda iznijeti do cetvrtog sprata...
Lift ne radi...

Necuveno. Zao mi je. Grozde ide u frizider. Dozvoli da ti
pomognem.

Prvo ga operi i pusti vodu neka tece. Zelim hladne vode, to
je sve §to zelim.

Razumijem gospodo. A ¢im sjednes, Zelim da saznam sve
o tom koplju.

Gluposti. Moze$ da pretpostavis. U $koli su insistirali da
je odnesem sa sobom. Projekcija nekog sentimenta, $ta li...
Vjeruju da taj predmet pripada meni i samo meni.

A taj predmet je...

Casu vode, molim te.

Stize. A taj predmet je...

I stavi krisku limuna. Jedan je ostao u vratima frizidera.
Taj predmet je... Daj...

Mapa svijeta. Promaklo ti je nekoliko kospica. Glupava
mapa svijeta koja je trideset godina visila iznad moje glave.
Natoc¢i jo$ jednu, molim te.

Kojeg svijeta?

Ne podsmijevaj se. Uostalom, htjela sam da te zamolim...
Odnesi je u podrum, spali je u dvoristu, pokloni gladnoj i
nezbrinutoj djeci jer ne Zelim da je imam pred o¢ima. Taj miris
u kudi. O ne! Penzija, kraj. Za skolu vise ne zelim da ¢ujem.
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Velika mapa svijeta iz kabineta geografije u kojem si provela
neke od najljepsih trenutaka tokom dugogodisnje karijere
srednjoskolskog profesora? To je ta mapa? Zaboga mamice!
Spaliti? Baciti? Moje ruke nece biti umrljane krvlju i tacka.

Kakve sad ruke, kakva krv. Pateti¢an si na oca. Tacno
mogu da zamislim te iste recenice u njegovim ustima. A da je
mozda uokvirimo pozla¢enim ramom i zaka¢imo evo ovdje,
iznad trosjeda?

Pa da mamice! Ja ¢u se pobrinuti. Sto da ne? Tanko matirano
staklo i ram od Cetiri santimetra. To bi osvjeZilo prostor. Cio
svijet na jednom mjestu. A onda lagano, uz jutarnju kafu,
mozemo da posmatramo sva ta mora, gibraltarske moreuze,
amerike, indije, arhipelage, zabacena ostrva na Pacifiku i sve
ostalo. Svijet! Na§ Svijet! Mama.

Sad si ironi¢an. Da li je to ironija? Usudio si se, je li?
Ne... Mama... Ja? Kako moze§?

Skloni se od mene. Sklanjaj se, kazem. Odaju te detalji. I
donesi jo$ vode. Da posmatramo gibraltarske moreuze? Kao
da ih ima $est.

Cini mi se da je jutros mutna i toplija nego inace.
Sta?

Pa voda mamice. Pogledaj.

Voda kao voda.

Da. To si divno rekla. Voda kao voda.

4.

Rijeka dijeli grad. Njeno ime i lik ne postoje na mapi svijeta.
To je mikronska, nepoznata geografija i ¢injenica o ovom
mjestu koju je moguce doznati samo na licu tog mjesta.
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5.

Dijalog pod brojem tri nikad se nije dogodio. No dogodilo se sve
ono zaklju¢no sa trenutkom u kojem moja majka udara celom
o debelo drvo ulaznih vrata. Kurtoazna razmjena pravilnih
prostoprosirenih i slozenih recenica koja zauzima nesto vise
od jedne stranice, Cista je laz. Nikada nismo razgovarali tim
nac¢inom. S mukom razlu¢iva mumlanja, fragmenti bijesa ili
tek najosnovnije informacije o hrani i pristiglim ra¢unima -
to smo bili mi. Broj tri se nikad nije dogodio no on je i pored
toga, veoma vazan u cijeloj pripovijesti. Kratkom dijaloskom
formom sam Zelio ilustrovati laz koju sam mnogo puta procitao
u razli¢itim leSinama moderne literature koja pretenduje da
predstavlja ni manje ni viSe do Zivot sam. Razgovori majke i
sina, ocaidjeteta, prepirka dva brata, najbolja prijatelja, partnera
u ljubavi, u zloc¢inu, svejedno, redovi ispunjeni predvidivom
i laznom gorc¢inom, SuSkanje papira i miris plastike, ukus
vjestackog praha sa aromom vanile, apokalipticni tonovi i
male apokalipse, nedovrsene recenice prepunjene vjestackim
cvije¢em, napunjene vjestackim ocima, vjestackim srcima i
vjeStackim emocijama, otvoreni krajevi, zatvoreni krajevi,
kurcevi, i po koji palac. Tragedija do tragedije, paradoksi na
svakom c¢osku, svijet je los zar ne, ti ¢e§ da mi objasni$ prijatelju,
ali prije toga, molim te, pokusaj da zivi$ sa mojom majkom na
Cetvrtom spratu betonske sedmospratnice koja se proteze u
pravcu sjever-jug. Ni to nije strasno. O tome ¢u govoriti samo s
vremena na vrijeme jer moj Zivot nije ni bolji ni gori od milijardi
drugih Zivota cije brujanje katkad osje¢am u kapima kise koja
izvr§ava samoubistvo padajuci na limenu nadstre$nicu zapadne
terase iskosenu ka jadranskom slivu. A sve ovo, razumije se,
radim tek da bih sebi objasnio kako ova pri¢a nema smisla. Ko u
njoj pronade smisao, zasluzio je moje debelo govno nasred cela.
AKko si ti taj, onda cestitam od srca, nasred srca.
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6.

Ja sam pisac i imam trideset $est godina. Celavost, naznake
impotencije, problemi sa stolicom, nikotinski kasalj, duboki i
tamni podocnjaci, bol u ki¢mi: nista od toga se nije dogodilo
mojem tijelu. Zdravaisnaznaindividua visokog ¢ela, prosjecnog
obrazovanja, privlacan Zenama, prihvatljiv muskarcima, ja,
volim da napiSem to ja od kojeg niSta ne oc¢ekujem, od kojeg
niko ni$ta ne ocekuje, a ipak, ja, redovi se nizu, pod brojevima
klijaju male i ruzne biljke koje ¢e se na koncu uplesti poput nizih
spratova amazonske prasume u ¢ijem hladu redovito uzivam
gledajuci beskrajno dosadne programe kablovske televizije koji
se trude da cjelokupan entuzijazam voditelja i urednika sazmu
u jo$ jednu do bola ispraznjenu laz, u jednu jedinu recenicu:
zivot je ¢udo. Osje¢am smrad.

7.

Otvaram vrata, a ona odbacuje veliko koplje. Klima znojavom
glavom i nadima podbradak, a zatim kaze: Penzija. Ja kazem:
Cestitam, i pripaljujem cigaretu, a ona s gadenjem posmatra
dim koji lagano gmiZe kroz moje nosnice. Knjizevnost? Opet
smrdi. Pozutjeli komadi kravljeg sira na trpezarijskom stolu.
Ona kaze: Mogao si barem... Otvara kantu za otpatke i struze
otpad sa zelenog tanjira. Ja kazem: Da.

8.

Bilo koja vrsta obracuna me ne zanima. Pogotovo ne dvoboj
sa samim sobom. Ali to me ne sprjecava da katkad preko
zamiSljenog niSana duge cijevi gledam mater svoju. Gadao
bih posred nadutog trbuha ne bih li rasparcao satrule ostatke
jajnika koji su me porodili. I ne zbog toga da bih simbolickim
¢inom utvrdio besmisao sopstvenog trajanja i Zivota, vec
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tek tako. Veliki kalibar praznine, u veliko zamasceno tkivo.
Materija protiv materije, razaranje i smrt. Razmisljanje u
metaforama. Zadovoljstvo na klozetskoj $olji. Kratki uzleti
lucidnosti koji nestaju kao velika govna noSena mlazom
hladne vode. Fragmenti kao reSenje. Govna u djelovima.
Minijature, partiture, garniture presahle imaginacije rasute u
nec¢emu §to bih mogao objediniti naslovom: Moj gangrenozni
zivot. Ali to nije nesreca. I to nikad nece biti knjizevnost.

9.

Nakon $to je sa tanjira otresla i posljednje komadice sira,
majka je pocela da povrace klece¢i na malom pravougaonom
tepihu kraj trpezarijskog stola. Prepoznao sam nekoliko
aljkavo sazvakanih kriski mandarine. Jajnici, pomislio sam i
osmotrio mandarine na trpezarijskom stolu. Kad je zavrsila,
pomogao sam joj da ustane i opere lice. Nikada vi§e nisam
posegnuo za tim voéem.

10.

Tri mjeseca sam proveo u zatvoru zbog nanoSenja teskih
tjelesnih povreda maloljetnom licu. Kazna nije bila duza
zahvaljuju¢i vjestaku psihijatrijske struke koji je u svom
nalazu tvrdio da se moj gest ne smije okarakterisati kao
pokusaj ubistva ve¢ kao neartikulisana kompulzivna radnja
psihicki oboljelog lica. A bilo je ovako: stojim i ¢ekam veliki
lift ne bih li se uspeo do kafea na drugom spratu trzi$nog
centra u kojem povremeno ispijam kafu. Nije to ambijent
koji me uzbudjuje na bilo koji nacin: filtrirani vazduh, slatki
mirisi i cvrkut vrabaca koji zive ispod metalnih krovnih
greda prelijecu¢i s jednog na drugi televizijski ekran duz
velikog hola. Boravak u trziSnom centru mi donekle garantuje
anonimnost jer u neonsko grotlo ne zalaze lica koja srijecem
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za $ankom kafea Berlin. Ta galerija ljudi se sastoji od individua
koje bi se u terminolodki Sirokom registru mogli nazvati
poznanicima, prijateljima u nekoliko slu¢ajeva, manje ili vise
dragim osobama cCije nezgrapne recenice bivaju prigusene
muzikom sa metar i po visokih zvu¢nika. Vrapci u trziSnom
centru su mehanicke naprave koje aluminijski ambijent
konzumeristicke oaze treba da priblize majkama i djeci. Jer
ta je dobro za Zzivotinje, dobro je i za ljude. U skrivenim
zakucima potkrovlja, medu suvim gipsanim zidovima, nalazi
se radionica covjeka koji se stara da te ptice rade upravo ono
$to se od njih ocekuje. Njegovo ime je Ferdinand, Fernando,
Zigmund ili u najgorem slu¢aju Esteban. Covjek-ptica, strogo
¢uvana tajna, precizni mehanicar i strpljivi analizator cestih
kvarova koji su se desavali zbog jeftinih materijala kojim je
radionica opskrbljivana. To $to stojim pred vratima lifta ne
bih li se uspeo do esspreso kafe, nema nikakvog uticaja na
fernandijansko-zigmundovsku realnost tako da ovog puta sebi
necu dozvoliti slast pricanja jedinstvene i iznimno zanimljive
biografije tog ¢ovjeka.

Cupkam u mjestu. Siroka ¢eli¢na vrata se zatvaraju negdje u
visinama betonskih procelja. Kutija sporo silazi. Elektronski
pisak objavljuje dolazak i vrata se otvaraju, a na sredini velikog
lifta stoji petogodisnjak spreman na krik i suze. Zagledao se
ravno u moje oc¢i kao da ¢e tu pronaci nuklearnu energiju
potrebnu za histeri¢ne izlive koji ¢e uslijediti.

Poceo je da urla u trenutku kada sam zakoracio u namjeri
da ga izvedem vani i utjeS§im. Pretpotstavio sam da njegova
majka tumara po drugom spratu zaraZena iracionalnim
pretpotstavkama o nestanku sopstvenog djeteta te sam s
toga samo Zelio da ga prigrlim uz sebe i sacekam da se Zena
pojavi. No kada sam njezno obgrlio si¢cu$na ramena, kad sam
primakao lice njegovim crvenim obrazima, ta mala bogato
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nazubljena celjust se otvorila i §¢epala me za nos. Bio sam
iznenaden demonskom snagom ugriza koji je ucinio da
hrskavica zaskripi, a da iz ociju poteku suze zasoljene o$trim
bolom. Sve §to se potom dogodilo, zamagljeno je bijesom.
No izjave dvojice svjedoka bile su gotovo identi¢ne. S toga
i ne sumnjam da sam malog uhvatio za glavu i odbacio
desetak metara izvan lifta, u pravcu prodavnice intimnog
rublja. Vjerujem da sam oci drzao ¢vrsto zatvorene pa je to
jo$ jedan od razloga zasto se taj nevaljali trenutak svodi na
zvucne impresije. Jer dok sam slusao svjedoke u sudnici, misli
su dozvale udarac tijela o besprijekorno ulastene keramicke
plocice tacno u trenutku kada je sa zvucnika postavljenih
duz hodnika shoping-malla David Bowie podvriskivao Lat’s
dans. Sve to sam rekao pred sudijom i roditeljima djeteta, a
moj advokat je kazao da je tih nekoliko recenica upropastilo
njegov posao te da su one razlog zasto sam umjesto Sest
mjeseci uslovne kazne, dobio dva mjeseca zatvora. Mama je
samo tuzno vrtjela glavom.

11.

Veliku mapu koju je dovukla iz $kole, skupa sa rjeSenjem za
penziju, prislonila je uza zid spavace sobe, pored daske za
peglanje. Predstava svijeta smotanog u dugackoj plasti¢noj
kutiji mirisala je naftalinom. Kada sam prvi put skinuo
poklopac zapahnuo me je taj cmizdravi miris koji me je
natjerao da razmi$ljam u metaforama definiSuci besmisao
egzistencije sopstvene majke u odnosu na besprizornu
glupost tog predmeta. Plasti¢cna kutija bila je prekrivena
potpisima kolega medu kojima se isticao nesto veci natpis sa
uskli¢nikom: Sretno!
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12.

Zbivanja pod brojem deset su izmisljena. Nikada nisam imao
probleme sa zakonom, a u trziSnom centru uvijek koristim
pokretne stepenice. Godine knjizevnih pokusaja su me uvjerile
da se moj intelektualni mehanizam sastoji od nekoliko modela
¢italaca-imbecila koji od proze uvijek ocekuju krajnosti.
Ti, re¢i ¢u, ljudi, su dotukli pisca u meni. Jer vise niko ne
pristaje na uobicajene nesrece koje se zive u sobama nevelikih
ali sasvim udobnih stanova poput ovog u kojem boravimo
moja majka i ja. Potrebno je gurnuti stvari ka ekstremnim
vrijednostima shodno laznoj logici knjizevnog djela. A kad
kazem laz, nije to visokokalori¢na rije¢ koja predstavlja gorki
opozit istini. Ne. Mislim na besprizorno pretvaranje, ponizno
i podlo skrivanje iza blago uljepsanih maski jezicke stvarnosti
koja za cilj nema predstavljanje estetske ideje u knjizevnom
djelu, ve¢ brblja, umnozava i mnozi najbanalnije tragedije
trudedi se da saopsti kako je na$ svijet los. Laz kao stanje
svijesti, a ne kratkoro¢na namjera. Podilazenje pametnima,
nerviranje glupih. KnjiZzevne nagrade i poza zabrinutosti
nad haosom svijeta. Stil kao inercija. Zato sam i odlucio da
prvo ponudim maglu iz trziSnog centra: nagovjestaj mracne
estetike koja s jedne strane plijeni pripovjedackom vjestinom,
a s druge strane zadovoljava ¢itaoca informacijom dostojnom
crnih stubaca u zutoj Stampi. Jer covjek moze kvalitetno
lagati samo kad govori o sebi. Zelim izgrebati sa knjizevnosti
tu vjecitu deklaraciju istine koja se presijava poput markica
na satrulim bananama. Zelim biti neko drugi, a ne ovo $to
sam sad.
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Translated from the Montenegrin by Celia Hawkesworth

1

As I watch her through the peephole in the door, it looks
as though the woman is holding a lance, one of those long,
wooden, non-functional, sloppily sharpened ones which a
knight was supposed to use, at a gallop, to break against the
breast of another similarly galloping rider. She is holding it
in the middle, balancing the awkward object while carrying a
bag full of black grapes and tomatoes in her other hand.

2.

That woman is my mother, and the bell has not worked for
several months now. In order to attract my attention, she is
obliged to bang her forehead against the thick wood. There’s
nothing wrong with my hearing. But the dull blows I heard
as I sat in an armchair, doing nothing, struck me as strange,
not quite of this world. One short and hard one, then three
in a row with her forehead. Because when I put my eye to
the peephole, that forehead was just preparing for another
knightly assault on the black, varnished surface. I let her hit it
and only then opened the door. There was my mother’s smell.
Her breath had the aroma of filter cigarettes, while beads of
sweat evaporated from her with a hiss I couldn’t hear but
which spread through the hallway, setting up resonances in
the hearing of hidden rodents, large flies and sparrows twit-
tering in the loft.
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“The lift...”

“Yes, Mother... Humping all this stuff to the fourth floor...”

“The lift’s out of order...”

“You don’t say. I'm sorry. The grapes go into the fridge. Let
me give you a hand.”

“Wash them first and let the water run. I want some cold
water, that’s all I want.”

“At your service, madam. And, once you've sat down, I
want to hear all about that lance.”

“Idiocy. You know the kind of thing. People at school
insisted that I take it with me. Projecting emotion or some-
thing... They think this object belongs to me and no one else.”

“And this object is...”

“A glass of water, please.”

“Right away. And this object is...”

“And put a slice of lemon in it. There’s a piece left over in
the fridge door.”

“This object is... Come on...”

“A map of the world. You’ve left some pips. The stupid map
of the world that hung over my head for 30 years. Pour me
another, please.”

“Which world?”

“Don’t mock. In fact, I want to ask you... Take it to the
cellar, burn it in the yard, give it to hungry, neglected chil-
dren, because I don’t want ever to set eyes on it again. That
smell in the house. Heaven forbid! I've retired, it’s over. I never
want to hear anyone mention the school again.”
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“The big map of the world from the geography room where
you spent some of the finest moments of your lengthy career
as a secondary-school teacher? This is that map? For heaven’s
sake, Mama! Burn it? Throw it out? My hands won’t be tainted
with blood and that’s that.”

“Hands? Blood? You're sentimental like your father. I can
just imagine the same words coming from his lips. Maybe we
should put it in a gilt frame and hang it here, over the stool?”

“Why, yes, Mama! I'll sort it. Why not? Fine matt glass
and a frame four centimetres wide. It would freshen up the
space. The whole world in one place. And then, slowly, over
our morning coffee, we can examine all those seas, the Straits
of Gibraltar, the Americas, the Indies, archipelagos, the far-
flung islands of the Pacific and all the rest. The world! Our
world! Mother.”

“Now you're being ironic. Is that irony? You’ve got a nerve!”

“What, me? No... Mother! How could you?”

“Get away from me. Get lost, I say. It’s the details that give
you away. And bring me some more water. Study the Straits of
Gibraltar, indeed? As though there were six of them.”

“It seems cloudy and warmer than usual.”

“What does?”

“The water, Mama. Take a look.”

“Water’s water.”

“Yes. You put that well. Water’s water.”
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4.

This town is cut through by a river. Its name and shape don’t
exist on the map of the world. That’s micro, unknown geogra-
phy, and a fact that can only be ascertained on this very spot.

5.

The dialogue under the number three above never happened.
But everything ending with the moment when my mother
banged her forehead against the thick wood of the front door
did happen. The courteous exchange of correct simple, com-
pound and complex sentences that occupies a bit more than
a page, is a complete lie. We never conversed like that. Barely
intelligible mumblings, fragments of fury or just the most basic
information about food and recent bills — that was us. Number
three never happened but it’s nevertheless very important
in this whole story. I wanted to illustrate in short dialogue
form a lie that I have often read in contemporary literature
that purports to represent nothing more or less than life itself.
The conversations of a mother and son, a father and child, a
quarrel between two brothers, best friends, partners in love,
in crime, whatever, lines filled with predictable and false bit-
terness, the rustling of paper and the smell of plastic, the taste
of fake powder with a vanilla flavour, apocalyptic overtones
and small apocalypses, unfinished sentences overflowing with
artificial flowers, filled with artificial eyes, artificial hearts and
artificial emotions, open endings, closed endings, pricks and
the occasional thumb. Tragedy after tragedy, paradoxes on
every corner, the world is bad isn’t it you’ll explain my friend,
but first, please, try living with my mother on the fourth floor
of a seven-storey concrete building stretching north-south.
And that’s not so terrible. I seldom mention it because my life
is no better or worse than billions of other lives, whose hum
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I sometimes hear in drops of rain committing suicide as they
drip onto the tin porch of the west terrace angled towards the
Adriatic basin. And I do all of that, of course, only in order to
explain to myself that this story is pointless. Whoever can find
a point in it has earned a great turd from me in the middle of
his forehead. If you are that person, then I congratulate you
from my heart, right in the heart.

6.

I'm a writer and I'm 36-years-old. Baldness, hints of impotence,
bowel problems, nicotine cough, deep, dark bags under the eyes,
back pain: none of that has happened to my body. A healthy,
strong individual with a high brow, of average education, attrac-
tive to women, acceptable to men, I, I like writing that I from
whom I expect nothing, from whom no one expects anything,
but still, the lines keep on coming under the numbers; small,
ugly plants germinate to twine eventually like the lower levels
of the Amazon rainforest in whose shade I regularly delight as
I watch endlessly tedious programmes on cable television, that
attempt to condense the entire enthusiasm of the presenter and
producer into one painfully hollow lie, into one single sentence:
life is a miracle. Something stinks.

7.

I open the door, and she throws the big lance down. She nods
her head, lifts up her chin, and says: Pension. I say: Con-
gratulations, and light a cigarette, and she watches in disgust
as the smoke worms its way out of my nostrils. Literature?
Something stinks again. Yellowing pieces of cheese on the
dining room table. She says: You might at least... She opens
the rubbish bin and scrapes the scraps off the green plate. I
say: Yes.
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8.

I'm not interested in any kind of score settling. Particularly
not a duel with myself. But that doesn’t stop me sometimes
looking at my mother through an imaginary sight on a long
barrel. I would aim for her swollen belly to shatter the putrid
remains of the ovaries that gave birth to me. And not in order
for that symbolic act to confirm the pointlessness of my own
existence, but just for the hell of it. A large calibre of empti-
ness into large larded tissue. Matter against matter, devasta-
tion and death. Thinking in metaphors. Satisfaction on the
toilet. Brief onrushes of lucidity, which vanish like large turds
swept away by a spurt of cold water. Fragments as a solu-
tion. Crap in sections. Miniatures, partituras, garnitures of
a dried-up imagination scattered into something that I could
put together under the title: My gangrenous life. But that’s not
hardship. And it will never be literature.

9.

After shaking the very last crumbs of cheese from the plate,
my mother started to vomit, kneeling on the little rectangular
rug beside the dining room table. I recognised a few sloppily
chewed slices of tangerines. Ovaries, I thought, considering
the tangerines on the dining room table. When she had fin-
ished, I helped her get up and wash her face. I never reached
for one of those fruits again.

10.

I spent three months in prison for causing grievous bodily
harm to an underage person. That sentence was not longer
thanks to a master of the psychiatric profession, whose
report affirmed that my action could not be characterised
as attempted murder, but as the unarticulated compulsive
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act of a psychologically disturbed individual. This is what
happened: I'm standing, waiting for the big lift in order to
reach the café on the second floor of the shopping centre
where I occasionally go for a coffee. These are not surround-
ings that excite me in any way: filtered air, sweet aromas
and the twittering of sparrows that live under the metal roof
girders, flitting between television screens the length of the
large hall. A spell in a shopping centre to an extent guaran-
tees me anonymity, because the people I meet at the Berlin
café bar never enter that neon abyss. That gallery of people
consists of individuals I could in a terminologically broad
register call acquaintances, friends in some instances, more
or less agreeable people whose ungainly sentences are smoth-
ered by music from the metre-and-a-half-high loudspeakers.
The sparrows in the shopping centre are mechanical devices,
intended to bring the aluminium surroundings of the con-
sumer oasis closer to mothers and children. For, what is good
for animals is also good for people. In hidden crannies of the
ceiling, between the dry plaster walls, there is a workshop
where a man endeavours to make those birds behave exactly
as expected. His name is Ferdinand, Fernando, Zigmund or
at worst Esteban. A man-bird, a strictly kept secret, a metic-
ulous mechanic and patient analyst of the frequent glitches
that occur because of the cheap materials with which the
workshop is supplied. The fact that I am standing in front of
the lift door on the way for an espresso coffee has no bearing
whatever on Ferdinand-Sigmund’s reality and so this time I
shall not allow myself the pleasure of telling the man’s unique
and exceptionally interesting biography. I shuffle from foot
to foot. The wide steel door closes somewhere in the heights
of the concrete facade. The box slowly descends. An elec-
tronic whistle announces its arrival, the door opens, and
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in the middle of the big lift stands a five-year-old ready to
scream and cry. He stares straight into my eyes as though he
was going to find in them the nuclear energy required for the
hysterical outpourings that are to follow.

He began to yell just as I stepped forward with the intention
of bringing him out and comforting him. I presumed that
his mother was roaming round the second floor, infected by
irrational assumptions about the disappearance of her child
and so I wanted to hug him to me and wait for the woman to
appear. But when I put my arm tenderly round his tiny shoul-
ders, when I brought my face close to his red cheeks, that little
richly-toothed jaw opened and seized hold of my nose. I was
taken aback by the demonic power of the bite that made my
cartilage creak, and tears salted with sharp pain spring from
my eyes. Everything that happened next was blurred by fury.
But the statements of two witnesses were almost identical. So
I have no doubt that I grabbed the boy by the head and threw
him some ten metres away from the lift, in the direction of
the underwear counter. I believe I had my eyes tightly closed
and that is another reason why this unfortunate episode is
reduced to aural impressions. Because, as I listened to the wit-
nesses in the courtroom, my thoughts conjured up the thud
of the body against the faultlessly polished ceramic tiles at
precisely the moment when David Bowie began to scream
‘Let’s Dance’ down the length of the shopping-mall corridor.
I said all that to the judge and the child’s parents, but my
lawyer said that those few sentences had ruined his case and
they were the reason I got two months in prison instead of a
six-month conditional sentence. Mother just shook her head
sadly.
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11.

She leaned the large map she had dragged from the school,
together with the document about her pension, against her
bedroom wall, beside the ironing board. The representation
of the world wrapped in a long plastic box smelled of moth-
balls. When I first removed the lid, I was struck by an aroma
that made me think in metaphors, defining the pointlessness
of the existence of my own mother in relation to the unutter-
able stupidity of that object. The plastic box was covered with
the signatures of colleagues, among which one rather larger
one stood out followed by the exclamation: Good luck!

12.

The events under number 10 are invented. I have never had
any problems with the law, and in the shopping centre I
always use the escalator. Years of literary endeavour have con-
vinced me that my intellectual mechanism consists of a few
models of imbecile readers who always expect prose to deliver
extremes. These, let’s call them people, have put paid to the
writer in me. Because no one any longer accepts the common-
place unhappiness lived out in the rooms of small but per-
fectly comfortable apartments such as this one in which my
mother and I live. We have to push things to extreme values
such as the false logic of a literary work. And when I say false,
that is not a high-calorie word representing the bitter oppo-
site of truth. No. I mean unutterable dissembling, obsequi-
ous and abject hiding behind a wealth of beautified masks of
linguistic reality which do not aspire to the representation of
an aesthetic idea in a work of literature, but prattles, multiply-
ing and proliferating the most banal tragedies in an attempt
to communicate how bad our world is. Falsity as a state of
consciousness, and not a short-term intention. Pandering to
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the intelligent, irritating the stupid. Literary prizes and a pose
of concern at the chaos of the world. Style as inertia. That’s
why I decided to present the fog from the shopping centre
first: the hint of a dark aesthetic that on the one hand snares
through its narrative skill and on the other satisfies the reader
with information worthy of the crime columns of the gutter
press. Because a person can produce high-quality lies only
when talking about himself. I want to claw out of literature
the eternal declaration of truth that glistens like the labels on
rotten bananas. I want to be someone else and not what I am
now.
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Biography

Marente de Moor (b. 1972) worked as a correspondent in Saint Petersburg for a number of
years and wrote a book on her experiences, Peterburgse vertellingen (Petersburg Stories), which
was published in 1999. She made a successful debut as a novelist in 2007 with De overtreder
(The Transgressor), the German translation of which, Amsterdam und zurtick, was well received
there too. For her second novel, De Nederlandse maagd (The Dutch Maiden, 2010), de Moor was
awarded the AKO Literature Prize 2011.

Synopsis

The greater scope of the novel covers the uncertainty and tensions preceding the Second World
War.

In the summer of 1936, Dutch doctor Jacq sends his 18-year-old daughter Janna to stay with
Egon von Bétticher, a German he befriended as a young man. This aristocratic fencing master,
who is to help Janna perfect her own fencing skills, whiles away his days on a country estate,
where he organizes the forbidden Mensur for students: a duel in which participants inflict
visible injuries on each other as a sign of courage. Egon is an enigmatic figure, as attractive and
irresistible as Heathcliff, and Janna inevitably falls for him.

However, De Nederlandse maagd is much more than just a story about love and the loss of inno-
cence. A new, unfamiliar world opens up for Janna, full of riddles about the exact nature of the
relationship between her father and Egon. The men met during the First World War, in an era
that has gone forever now that the Nazis are on the rise. Janna’s initiation into the adult world
is a contradictory, confusing experience. The aristocratic code of honour, with its notions of
courage and heroism, has proved futile, and an era of barbarism is dawning with the arrival of
the Nazis. Through Janna’s experiences, de Moor evokes the unsettled atmosphere of an era as
a major historical shift occurs, vividly portraying the uncertainty and tensions that preceded
the Second World War. As Janna reflects, when she returns to the Netherlands at the end of the
book: “I could no longer return to the past. This had been a one-way journey.”
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Je zou kunnen zeggen dat Von Bétticher verminkt was, maar
na een week merkte ik zijn litteken al niet meer op. Zo snel
went een mens aan uiterlijke afwijkingen. Zelfs gruwelijk
mismaakten kunnen gelukkig zijn in de liefde, als ze iemand
vinden die op het eerste gezicht niets om symmetrie geeft.
De meeste mensen hebben echter de hebbelijkheid om, in
weerwil van de natuur, de dingen te delen in twee helften die
elkaars spiegelbeeld moeten zijn.

Egon von Botticher was mooi, zijn litteken was lelijk. Een
slordige wond, toegebracht met een bot wapen in een onvaste
hand. Omdat mij niets was verteld, leerde hij mij kennen als
een geschrokken meisje. Ik was achttien en veel te warm aan-
gekleed toen ik uit de trein stapte na mijn eerste buitenlandse
reis. Maastricht-Aken, een ritje van niks. Mijn vader had me
uitgezwaaid. Ik zie hem nog staan voor het wagonraam, ver-
rassend klein en mager, terwijl achter zijn rug de stoomzuilen
oprijzen. Hij maakte een gek sprongetje toen de wagenmees-
ter met twee hamerslagen vroeg de remmen te lossen. Naast
ons trokken de rode wagens uit de mijnen voorbij, daarachter
een rij loeiende veewagons, en in dat kabaal werd mijn vader
steeds kleiner, tot hij in de bocht verdween. Geen vragen
stellen, gewoon vertrekken. In zijn monoloog, een avond na
het eten, was niet eens ruimte geweest om te ademen. Het
ging om een oude vriend, eens een goede vriend, nog steeds
een goede maitre. Bon, verder, we moesten eerlijk zijn, we
wisten dat ik deze kans moest aangrijpen om iets te bereiken
in de sport, of wilde ik soms in de huishouding gaan werken,
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nou dan, zie het als een vakantie, een paar weekjes schermen
in het mooie Rijnland.

Tussen die twee stations lag veertig kilometer, tussen de
twee oude vrienden twintig jaar. Op het perron van Aken
stond Von Botticher de andere kant op te kijken. Hij wist
dat ik wel naar hem toe zou komen, zo’n man was het. En ik
begreep inderdaad dat hij die zongebruinde reus met de room-
witte Homburg moest zijn. Bij de hoed droeg hij geen pak,
alleen een kamgaren poloshirt en een soort zeemansbroek,
zo eentje met een brede band in de taille. Heel modieus. En
daar kwam ik, de dochter, in een opgelapte overgooier. Toen
hij zijn gescheurde wang naar mij toe draaide, stapte ik terug.
Het wilde vlees was met de jaren verbleekt, maar nog steeds
roze. Ik denk dat mijn schrik hem verveelde, hij zag die blik
natuurlijk wel vaker. Zijn ogen weken uit naar mijn borst. Ik
pakte mijn medaillon om te verbergen wat in zo’n jurk toch
nauwelijks te zien is.

‘Dat is het?’

Hij bedoelde de bagage. Hij kneedde mijn schermtas,
voelde hoeveel wapens erin zaten. Mijn koffer moest ik zelf
dragen. Heel snel vervaagde het zoete beeld dat ik van mijn
maitre had voordat ik hem ontmoette.

Dat beeld was ontstaan uit een wazig kiekje uit ons fami-
liealbum. Twee mannen, de ene ernstig, de andere bewogen.
Eronder een datum: januari 1915.

‘Dat ben ik, had mijn vader gezegd, wijzend op de ernstige
man. En van de andere, van wie alleen te zien was dat hij
een losgeknoopte kapotjas en een bontmuts droeg: ‘Dat is je
maitre.
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Mijn vriendinnen vonden de foto reuze. Het onscherpe
gezicht liet zich wel invullen. Hij was fors en galant, dat telde,
en hij had een landgoed waar ik kon gaan lanterfanten, zoiets
moest toch aflopen als in een film. Ik zag alleen een afge-
sloofde man zonder wapen. Boven mijn bed hing niet Gary
Cooper of Clark Gable, maar de gebroeders Nadi. Een unieke
foto, die ik nergens heb kunnen terugvinden: Aldo en Nedo,
olympische helden, beiden rechtshandig, saluerend voor een
partij. Schermers worden niet vaak in deze pose gefotogra-
feerd. Hier staan ze nog in dezelfde houding tegenover elkaar,
tussen hun kaarsrechte lichamen ligt precies vier meter,
beiden houden de kling voor het ongemaskerde gezicht. Op
de foto lijkt het alsof ze elkaar langs het staal van hun wapen
de maat nemen, maar bij wedstrijden duurt zo’n groetritueel
nooit lang. Niet zo lang als vroeger, toen dualisten voor de
laatste maal het leven in de ogen van de ander bekeken.

Herr Egon von Botticher kreeg zijn gezicht door Oorlog
en vrede, waar ik hem als boekenlegger in had gestoken. Als
ik het opensloeg, ontweek hij mij zoals hij voor de lens had
bewogen. Las ik door, dan kreeg hij vorm. In de mist van de
onscherpe vereeuwiging was hij zijn trots verloren. Eigenlijk
droeg hij geen bontmuts, maar een steek, gouden epauletten
op zijn schouders, links van zijn schoot een sabel in een rode
schede. Dat wist ik zeker. In de trein probeerde ik snel door
te lezen, maar ik werd afgeleid door een loerende passagier.
Steeds als ik opkeek, keek hij weg. Ik las een paar zinnen,
voelde dan weer zijn verhitte blik dwars door het ruitje van de
coupé over mijn lichaam gaan, en begon nog sneller te lezen.
Hele passages sloeg ik over om te komen waar ik wilde zijn: de
kus van Bolkonski en Natasja. Die bereikte ik precies op tijd,
toen we de tunnel binnen reden. De passagier was verdwe-
nen. De foto stopte ik weg. Ik had geen gezicht nodig, mijn
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Bolkonski zou ik herkennen uit duizenden. Op die nazomer-
dag in 1936 was hij de statigste van alle mannen op station
Aken. Dichterbij gekomen bleek hij een verminkte vlerk, die
me mijn koffer zelf in de auto liet tillen.

‘Uw vader heeft verteld wat de bedoeling is?’ vroeg hij.
‘Ja meneer.’

Niet, dus. Geen idee waar hij het over had. Beter leren
schermen, dat was mijn bedoeling, maar mijn vader kende de
maitre uit een verleden dat niet lang meer duister zou blijven.
Duitser, adel, landgoed Raeren. Mijn moeder begon hoofd-
schuddend te snikken toen ze het hoorde. Een andere reactie
hadden we niet verwacht. De pastoor had haar gewaarschuwd
voor de nazi’s, die zouden katholieken slecht behandelen.
Mijn vader zei dat ze zich niet zo op stang moest laten jagen.
Eerlijk gezegd, ik heb er niet op gelet. Nazi’s zeiden me niets.
Von Botticher daarentegen was onvermijdelijk. Hij reed me
de stad uit zonder te remmen, langs onverharde haarspeld-
bochten; als hij schakelde, stootte zijn hand ruw tegen mijn
been terwijl zijn knie, rechts van het stuur, tegen de mijne had
geleund als ik niet schuin in de cabriolet was gaan zitten. Hij
kleedde zich niet naar zijn leeftijd. Hij droeg sandalen die met
een koordje om zijn enkels waren geknoopt. Mijn vader zou
gezegd hebben: een pigeon.

‘We zijn er, was de derde zin die hij tot me richtte, na een
tocht van zeker een uur. Voor de poort remde hij zo abrupt
dat ik van de zitting schoot. Hij smeet het portier achter zich
dicht, beende naar de hekken, duwde ze grommend open,
sprong terug in de auto, scheurde de oprijlaan op en stapte
weer uit om de poort te sluiten. De geluiden van die handelin-
gen maakten duidelijk dat ik voorlopig niet meer buiten zou
komen. Tussen de uitgebloeide kastanjes naast de oprijlaan
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zag ik eerst de oude dakruiter, die gebruikt werd als duiven-
til. Het zou een week duren voordat ik door het getrippel en
gekoer heen zou slapen. Daarna zou ik wakker liggen van een
veel grotere onrust.

Zet een spiegel tegenover een andere en ze tonen zichzelf
in elkaar. Steeds kleiner en vager, maar de ene zal voor de
andere niet verdwijnen. Zo is dat ook met sommige herinne-
ringen. Ze ontkomen niet aan die eerste indruk, waarin een
oudere herinnering is besloten. Véér de jaarwisseling had ik
in de bioscoop The Old Dark House gezien, met in de hoofd-
rol Boris Karloff, bekend van Frankenstein. Ik herkende het
Raeren uit die film, althans, vond het er toen op lijken. Ik
wist toen al dat ik in mijn herinnering altijd het huis uit de
film zou blijven zien, dat de ramen altijd open zouden staan,
met wapperende gordijnen, dat de spiegels gebroken zouden
blijven en de wingerd rond de voordeur morsdood.

[...]

De eerste nacht op het Raeren kwamen de duiven mijn kamer
binnen. Ik droomde dat ze met hun gerimpelde klauwtjes
over me heen liepen. Een dikke grijsaard met een krop pro-
beerde een moedervlek uit mijn hals te pikken. Omdat het zo
benauwd was, had ik de balkondeuren op een kier gelaten,
maar nu durfde ik niet meer op te staan om ze te sluiten. Het
leek erop dat ze overal waren, scharrelend door de kamer. Op
de stoel vlooide een silhouet zijn vleugels. Door het fladde-
rende gordijn bescheen de maan de kamer alleen bij vlagen,
ik was te moe om het lichtknopje te vinden en trok de lakens
op tot mijn kin. ’s Ochtends rook ik het meteen, de vogel-
ravage. Romige kledders op het tapijt. Neerdwarrelend dons
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toen ik uit bed stapte. Op het balkon was slag geleverd, heftig
rondstappend in hun eigen uitwerpselen en een half verendek
verliezend waren ze in en uit gelopen. Wat hadden ze gewild?
Nu was het doodstil op het dak.

‘Dit is toch om je dood te schamen,’ zei Leni, die me kwam
roepen voor het ontbijt. ‘Duivenstront is zeer bacterieel. Je
kunt er longontsteking van krijgen, dat las ik in Die Woche.
Ik zal Heinzi vragen een afrastering te maken. We kunnen
ook proberen een van de kamers hieronder te meubileren.” Ze
pakte de lampetkan van het wasstel en gooide een plens over
het balkon. Er moest een bezem uit de gang aan te pas komen,
die hanteerde ze wijdbeens en voorovergebogen, vloekend.
‘Weet u hoeveel drollen ik al heb moeten ruimen vandaag?
Hiervoor ben ik niet aangenomen. We zijn geen mestrapers,
we hebben altijd bij de koekfabriek gewerkt.’

Ze was nog wel even bezig, ik moest zelf de keuken maar
vinden. Trappen af naar de hal, deur rechts van de spiegel,
gang daarachter helemaal uit, trapje omlaag, zou ik er zo
tegenaan lopen. Niet bang zijn, de baas had een opperbest
humeur. Had een wandeling gemaakt, een jonge haas gescho-
ten, maakte zelf het ontbijt klaar. En o ja, ze moest van ‘m
zeggen dat hij zich verheugde op mijn gezelschap. Het bloed
steeg naar mijn wangen. Met die galante uitnodiging was
graaf Bolkonski weer ten tonele verschenen. Ik stak mijn haar
op, strekte mijn hals en ging naar hem toe. Op de trap pro-
beerde ik mijn voeten zo neer te zetten dat het niet kraakte.
Maar eenmaal beneden vielen alle verwachtingen weer in
duigen. Von Boétticher zat niet aan het andere eind van een
wit gedekte tafel, hij stond met zijn rug naar mij toe gehakt te
kneden bij de gootsteen.
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Zoals ik het mij nu herinner, heb ik eigenlijk heel mijn jonge
leven dagdromend doorgebracht. De toewijding waarmee ik
dat deed, maakte het tot een vermoeiende gewoonte. Ik had
nooit genoeg tijd om het verhaal af te maken, moest op een
volgend ongestoord moment de draad weer oppakken en
stuitte dan op onvolkomenheden, want, noem eens wat, zo'n
luchtkasteel moest worden schoongemaakt, een jonge meid
ging er misschien met je geliefde vandoor terwijl een oude
feeks het plaatje bedierf met haar bemoeizucht, en wat deed
zo’n prins eigenlijk de hele dag? Voordat ik alle struikelblok-
ken uit de weg had geruimd was ik algauw een uur verder.
Dagdromen hield me ’s nachts uit de slaap, met sommige ver-
halen leefde ik jaren, die werden steeds gedetailleerder, tot
aan de motieven op de manchetten van mijn bruidsjurk aan
toe. Zo verbeten mijmeren alleen meisjes, dat weet ik zeker.

Alle jonge mensen idealiseren de toekomst, maar meisjes ook
het heden.
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You might say that von Béotticher was disfigured, but after a
week I no longer noticed his scar. How quickly one adjusts
to outward flaws. Even the horribly misshapen can be lucky
in love, if they find someone who from the start attaches no
importance to symmetry. Most people, however, have the ten-
dency, in defiance of nature, to divide things into halves that
they expect to be mirror images.

Egon von Botticher was handsome, it was his scar that
was ugly: a messy wound, inflicted with a blunt weapon by
an unsteady hand. Because I had never been warned, he first
encountered me as a frightened girl. I was 18 and much too
warmly dressed when I alighted from the train after my first
trip across the border. Maastricht-Aachen, no distance at all.
My father had seen me off. I can still picture him standing at the
window of my railway carriage, surprisingly small and thin, the
columns of steam rising behind his back. He gave an odd jump
when the conductor struck two hammer-blows, the signal to
release the brakes. On the next track over, red wagons carrying
coal from the mines were followed by a line of bellowing cattle
trucks, and amid the hullabaloo my father gradually dwindled
until he disappeared around the curve. Don’t ask questions
now, just go. During his monologue, one evening after dinner,
he’d left no pause for breath. He spoke of an old friend, once a
good friend, still a good maitre d’armes. Bon, in all honesty, we
knew I had to seize this opportunity to achieve something as an
athlete — unless I preferred to become a housemaid? Well, see it
as a holiday then, a fortnight of fencing in the scenic Rhineland.
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Between the two stations lay 40 kilometres, between the two
old friends 20 years. On the platform in Aachen, von Bétticher
was looking the other way. He knew I would come to him, he
was that kind of man. And he was right: I understood that he
must be the suntanned giant in the cream-coloured homburg.
He wore no suit to match the hat, just a worsted tennis shirt
and vaguely nautical trousers with a wide waistband. Very
fashionable. And there I was, the daughter, in a patched-up
pinafore. When he turned his torn cheek to face me, I backed
away. The savage flesh had paled over the years but was still
pink. My shocked expression probably bored him, it must
have been all too familiar a response. His eyes drifted down
to my chest. I clutched at my locket, to hide what is hardly
visible anyway in a dress like that.

“That’s all?”

He meant the luggage. He squeezed at my fencing bag,
checking how many weapons were in it. I had to carry my
own trunk. The sentimental image of my fencing master that
I’d cherished before our meeting was fading fast.

That image had grown out of a hazy photograph from our
family album: two men, one solemn, the other a blur. Below
them was a date: January 1915.

“That’s me,” my father had said, pointing to the solemn one.
All that could clearly be seen of the other man was his shaggy,
unbuttoned cloak and fur hat. “And that’s your maitre.”

My friends had adored the photograph. His blurred features
left plenty to the imagination. He was brawny and gallant, that
was in his favour, and he had a country house where I could
while away the days. It would be like a picture show. But all I
saw was a weather-beaten man without a weapon. The picture
above my bed was not Gary Cooper or Clark Gable, but the
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Nadi brothers, a unique photograph I've never since been able
to track down: the Olympic champions Aldo and Nedo, both
right-handed, saluting before a bout. Not many photographs
show fencers in that pose. In this one they were facing each
other, both in the same stance, stock-straight, with exactly four
metres between their bodies, holding their blades in front of
their unmasked faces. They appeared to be sizing each other
up along the steel of their weapons, but at competitions this
opening ritual never lasts long. Not as long as it used to, when
duellists took their last look into each other’s living eyes.

Herr Egon von Bétticher had borrowed his face from War
and Peace, where I'd stuck him as a bookmark. When I started
the book he eluded me, just as he’d evaded the lens. Yet, as I
read, he took shape. In the mist of his out-of-focus immortal-
ity, he had lost his pride. He didn’t really wear a fur cap but a
cocked hat, golden epaulettes on his shoulders and a sabre in a
red sheath at his left hip. I was sure of this. In the train, I tried
to hurry through the novel, but I was distracted by a passenger
eyeing me. Whenever I looked up, he looked away. A sentence
or two later, again I felt his hot gaze wandering over my body
straight through the window of my compartment, and I began
to read faster, skipping whole passages to arrive at my destina-
tion, Bolkonsky and Natasha’s kiss. I reached it with perfect
timing, just as we entered the tunnel. The passenger had van-
ished. I put the photograph away. I didn’t need a face; I could
spot my Bolkonsky in any crowd. That afternoon in the late
summer of 1936, he was the most distinguished of all the men
at Aachen station. But, at close range, he proved to be a scar-
faced scoundrel who made me lift my trunk into the car myself.

“Your father explained the plan?” he asked.

“Yes, sir.”
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Well, no. I had no idea what he was talking about. My plan
was to become a better fencer, but my father knew the maitre
from a past that would not remain murky much longer. A
German aristocrat, Raeren Hall - my mother had shaken her
head and sobbed when we told her about it. We’d expected no
better. Our priest had warned her against the Nazis, saying
they mistreated Catholics. My father told her not to get so
worked up. To be honest, I didn’t pay much attention. Nazis
meant nothing to me. Von Botticher, in contrast, was una-
voidable. He drove me from the station to Raeren without
once using the brakes, navigating hairpin turns on unpaved
roads. When he switched gears his hand roughly collided
with my leg, while his knee, to the right of the steering wheel,
would have pressed against mine if I hadn’t turned to the side
of the convertible. He did not dress his age, wearing sandals
with straps round his ankles that made him look, as my father
might have said, rather like a pigeon.

“Here we are.” After an hour in the car together, it was the
third sentence he had uttered to me. At the entrance he hit the
brakes so abruptly that I was jolted off my seat. He slammed
the car door behind him, sprinted to the gate, pushed it open
- grumbling all the while - leapt back in the car, surged
forward onto the driveway and stepped out again to close the
gate behind us. Among the bare limbs of the chestnut trees
lining the drive, I caught my first glimpse of the old roof-
turret, which was in use as a dovecote. It would take me a
week before I could get a good night’s sleep, what with all the
scratching and cooing. By the end of that week, I would have
much greater worries to keep me lying awake.
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Place two mirrors face to face and they show you images of
each other. Each successive image is smaller and fainter, and
none displaces the first. Some memories are like that. They
never break free of the first impression, caught in the frame of
an older memory. Before New Year’s Eve, I had seen the film
The Old Dark House, with Boris Karloff of Frankenstein fame
playing the lead. I recognized Raeren Hall from that film, or
at least I imagined a resemblance. That first day, I knew that
in my memories of Raeren I would always see the old dark
house, that the windows would always be open, the curtains
blowing in the wind, the mirrors forever broken and the ivy
round the front door withered and dead.

[...]

That first night at Raeren Hall, the pigeons came into my
room. I dreamed they were walking all over me with their
wrinkled claws. A plump grey one with a puffed-up chest was
trying to pluck a birthmark from my neck. In the oppressive
heat I’d left the balcony doors open, but now I didn’t dare get
up to close them. The birds seemed to be everywhere, scur-
rying about the room. On the chair, a silhouette was check-
ing its wings for fleas. With the curtain blowing in the wind,
the moonlight came into the room in flickers and starts. Too
tired to search for the light switch, I pulled the covers up to
my chin. In the morning I could smell it as soon as I woke up,
the bird-spattered mess, creamy splodges all over the carpet,
down fluttering to the floor as I got out of bed. The balcony
was a battlefield. They had wandered in and out, strutting
about in their own faeces and shedding half their plumage.
What had they wanted? The roof was now deathly quiet.
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“Shocking!” Leni said, when she came to fetch me for
breakfast. “Pigeon shit is highly bacterial. You could catch
pneumonia, it said so in Die Woche. I’ll ask Heinzi to make
you a screen. We could also try to furnish one of the rooms
downstairs.” She picked up the jug by the washbasin and
splashed its contents out onto the balcony floor. Then she
found a broom in the corridor and wielded it, cursing, as she
straddled the mess with widespread legs. “You know how
many turds I've cleaned up already today? This isn’t what I
signed up for. We’re not dung collectors, we always worked at
the cake factory.”

This was going to take her a while, she told me. I'd have
to find my own way to the kitchen. Down the stairs to the
entrance hall, first door to the right of the mirror, all the
way down the passage behind it and then a few more steps,
I couldn’t miss it. Not to worry, the boss was on top of the
world today. He’d gone out for a walk, shot a young hare and
was making breakfast himself. And, oh yes, he had asked her
to tell me that he was looking forward to the pleasure of my
company. The blood rose to my cheeks. With this gracious
invitation, Bolkonsky returned to the scene. I put up my hair,
lifted my chin and set off to meet him. I did my best to glide
elegantly downstairs without a sound. But once I reached the
kitchen, all my expectations were shattered. Von Botticher
was not at the far end of a table laid with white linen. Instead
he stood with his back to me, kneading minced meat by the
sink.

Looking back, it seems to me now that I spent all my young
life daydreaming with exhausting dedication. I never had
enough time to finish my stories, I had to pick up the thread
at the next available opportunity and then got tangled up in
contradictions, because - for instance — castles in the air need
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cleaning, some young maiden might run off with your beloved
while an old shrew spoils your fantasy with her interfering
ways, and what does a prince do all day anyway? It would take
me hours to tie up all the loose ends. Daydreaming kept me
up at night. Some stories stayed with me for years, growing
ever more detailed, down to the intricacies of buttons on my
wedding dress. Only girls daydream so fervently, I'm sure. All
young people idealise the future, but girls idealise the present
too.
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Synopsis

Quite Modest Gifts is a novel that draws its power from immediate and passionate experience,
marked by impressive energy and sincere emotions. It is an epistolary novel in which two broth-
ers exchange emails about their seemingly ordinary, but essentially unusual and exciting exist-
ence in Serbia and the United States. Through a form of family chronicle, the novel intertwines
numerous narratives about the personal experiences of individual characters, while raising a
number of challenging questions about the world we live in. By insisting on the key importance
of family as the source and the outcome, as man’s elementary purpose, the author pushes to
the background all other motives and problems, and reconciles all the opposites: from the gen-
erational gap to contrasts between the fervent centre, full of events, and the sleepy province;
between the eastern cultural code and western mores, and between ideological differences
and historical changes.
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Zaista, deco, mi bismo propali da ve¢ nismo propali.

Temistokle

Dragi brate,

Negde sam na Brodveju, nize, kiSa ne pada ve¢ udara u
naletima. Ispod mokrih slusalica jo$ ¢ujem ,,Tri laka komada®
Dzona KejDza. Stao sam ispod tende i sad pokuSavam da
zapalim cigaretu. Starica se okrece za kiSobranom koji joj je
vetar istrgao iz ruku. Ona se samoj sebi smeje. Smejem se i ja.
Iz potoka koji juri niz ulicu, tamo gde je nestao njen kisobran,
sada iskace ogroman crni pas s povocem. Izgleda da je to
tako ovde. Stvari se pretvaraju u bica a bi¢a u predmete. Ovo
i nije kisa, pre je oluja koja dolazi pravo sa okeana. Pusim
i gledam u svoje ¢izme. Ja ve¢ stojim u vodi. Kao i svaki
stranac, zami$ljam da pored mene stoji neko ko razume jezik
kojim govorim. Ve¢ imam duhove, da, red je da ti pomenem i
to. Udisem ki$u i ,laki strajk, ushi¢en kao ono kad smo bili
mali, ¢ujem Gordanin vrisak i vidim te kako nas skupljas kao
¢urice ispred kapije. Otac je na poslu. Majka takode. Tetka
Juliska stoji na vratima i briSe ruke kuhinjskom krpom. Ti
nas uteruje$ a ona nas hvata i govori nam da ne mrdamo iz
predsoblja, pola na madarskom, pola na srpskom. Gordana
mi tegli majicu natopljenu vodom i smeje se. Posle negoduje
dok nam tetka Juliska peskirom trlja glave a ti stoji$ na pragu
kuce i gledas u dvoriste. Onda si otr¢ao. Nikad nisam mogao
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da pogodim kuda i zasto. Bio si stariji. Uvek si imao nesto vise
sopstvenih razloga od nas mladih. Ti si tada ve¢ imao toliko
stvari koje su samo tebe brinule. Tvoj bicikl, tvoji zecevi, tvoje
bastenske instalacije kao onaj drveni avion-vetrenjaca kojem
se propeler na kljunu okretao kad duva vetar. Kako bi se sad
klatio i okretao! Ako ne budem znao §ta sa sobom vise nego
sada, jer ni sad ne znam, pokrenucu proizvodnju ba$ takvih
aviona-vetrenjaca jer to ovde nedostaje. Ni Menhetn nije
savrSen. Eno, nasli su se gospodar i njegov pas. Sad ¢ovek kleci
u bari i mazi crno pseto kao da dodiruje vazan deo sopstvene
duse. Ti to razumes. Nekad si bio bole¢iv prema nemo¢nima.

Da ti kukam, ne¢u. Osim $to nije dozvoljeno pusenje u
lokalima koji prodaju kafu i alkohol, Njujork je dobar prema
meni. Stigao sam pre tri dana. Na aerodromu me je sacekao
Dzoi, porodi¢ni ¢ovek u ranim pedesetim godinama. On je
koordinator projekta na koji smo pozvani, brine o tome da se
snabdemo mapama, kartama za ,sabvej“, novcem. Dobijac¢u
sedam stotina zelembaca nedeljno! Uzimaju¢i u obzir da
smestaj imamo, novac je tu da sebi obezbedimo hranu i pice.
Zasto sam spominjao DZoija? Verovatno jer je on prva osoba s
kojom sam pricao ovde. O japanskim automobilima. I on vozi
»hondu®, nije patriota. Kad sam ga pitao kako je u Njujorku,
on se nasmejao i rekao: ,Nemam pojma, ja se dovezem na
posao, odsedim pola dana u kancelariji i onda odem kudi,
zeni i deci u Konektikat.“ Tamo je priroda. A ti zna$ da ne
podnosim prirodu. Kad smo prosli naplatnu rampu i spustili
se na Menhetn, srce mi je zaigralo od srece.

Umalo da zaboravim! Uostalom, ako te bude zanimalo
mogu potanko da ispricam kako smo se svi sakupili ovde
u roku od dvadeset cetiri ¢asa. Dramski pisci iz istocne i
srednje Evrope. Zanimljiva stvar se desila na putu ovamo,
to ne smem da propustim. Sec¢a$ se da mi je ona sluzbenica
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JAT-a rekla kako ¢e se ,,potruditi da u Minhenu ne zakasnimo
na avion koji leti za Njujork®. Dakle, izgrlili smo se tada i
ti si me tesio kako ce ,sve biti okej ¢im napustim vazdu$ni
prostor usrane otaDzbine“. Onda si se okrenuo i izasao sa
aerodroma. Nekog si zvao mobilnim telefonom, stajao ispred.
Gledao sam te sve dok nisi presao put i izgubio se medu
automobilima na parkingu. Tu poc¢inje moja avantura. Prvo,
u Minhen smo sleteli sa zakasnjenjem. Tamosnji aerodrom je
dugacak ali ne toliko glomazan da bi bio lo$e organizovan.
Ipak, do terminala koji je vodio u letelicu za Njujork nije se
moglo sti¢i za pet minuta. Upravo smo toliko vremena imali,
mi koji smo leteli dalje, da pokusamo. Bilo nas je troje. Jedan
stariji covek iz okoline Beograda, Zena Cetrdesetih godina i
ja. Uvidevsi da smo u procepu, zaustavim stjuardesu JAT-a
i pitam je: ,,Gospodo, kako mislite da mi stignemo do tamo
za pet minuta?“ ,Pozurite, pozurite, rekla je unezvereno.
Tabla s brojem terminala videla se u daljini, ali taj je broj
bio toliko sitan da je postalo jasno da do nje nema manje
od trista metara. Skoro da sam ve¢ potrcao, ali onda su nas
zaustavile nemacke sluzbenice. ,Ne mozete sad, terminal
je ve¢ zatvoren®, govorile su i ve¢ uspostavljale radio vezu s
nekim. Stjuardesa JAT-a je bukvalno nestala iz aerodromske
hale. Covek, Zena i ja gledali smo se bespomo¢ni. Onda je
starina odluc¢io da kaZe $ta ima: ,,Sta mi, koji kurac, 3alju
kartu da idem da ih obilazim, lepo sam rekao da mene to ne
zanima. Sedeo bih sad kod kuce i bio miran, jebem ti i decu
i unuciée...“ Zena se vidno uzrujana primakla meni i ¢ak
me dohvatila za podlakticu: ,Vi znate engleski, da, odli¢no,
ja ne znam ni da beknem, dobro je, vi ¢ete nam pomo¢i?“
Posle nekoliko sekundi dosla su dva policajca i sve troje smo
privedeni u policijsku stanicu na aerodoromu. Da, uhapsili
su nas. Glupi, plavu$ni, germanski drot gegao se za nama kao
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da u ¢maru drzi rezervnu konzervu ,beksa“. U stanici su nas
smestili u golu sobu s klupama, a onaj isti ,,Fric* gledao nas je
s vrata kao da smo tri iguane. Govorio je kroz groktaj, glasno
i zadovoljno, s nekim koga nismo videli. Taj glas iz daleka
ve¢ sam mogao da razaznam. Govorio je da treba pripremiti
fotoaparat. Starina je sedeo na klupi s namerom da zapali
cigaretu, ali ubrzo je odustao. Pusenje nije dozvoljeno ni van
ove policijske stanice a kamoli nakon $to ti se pogled susretne
s pogledom bavarskog policajca. ,Pitaj ti njih da li oni mene
mogu da puste kuci, jebe$ ti ovo®, mrtav ozbiljan zamoli me
starac. Nisam stigao da odgovorim jer su me ve¢ odvodili
na slikanje. Tri poze, nemackim aparatom, objektivom Karl
Cajs moglo bi biti, jer, sad su opet ujedinjeni, Nemci! Nesto
sam rekao na nemackom u tom trenutku, recimo: ,Zasto smo
ovde?“ili tako nesto, a onda je ,,Fric“ poskocio kao da je video
verglasa s majmunom na ramenu. Doviknuo je ,Hansa“ i
mogao sam da razumem kako ponavlja: ,,Ovaj zna nemacki®.
Ima neceg nesvarljivog u tome da te Nemci privode, pomislio
sam. Prvo, meni stvarno nije bilo jasno za$to smo morali biti
uslikani i to u prostorijama policije, drugo, slusati da ti Nemac
nesto nareduje nije nimalo prijatno. ,Da, znam nemacki,
ucio sam ga u $koli®, odgovorio sam. Ne govorim ga dovoljno
dobro pa nisam u brzini mogao da ga pitam: ,Zar je tolikim
Jevrejima, od kojih je velika vec¢ina znala nemacki, to znanje
iSta pomoglo onomad?“ A hteo sam. Onda su uslikali Zenu i
na kraju starca koji je tako vidno potonuo u nezadovoljstvo
da sam pomislio da ¢e oteti piStolj nekome od policajaca
i sve nas poubijati. Uzeli su nam po dvadeset evra. Onda
smo dobili po nalepnicu u paso$ i objasnjeno nam je da vise
nismo ilegalni imigranti i da sad imamo tranzitnu vizu za
Nemacku. Do sledeceg aviona mozemo mirno da negodujemo
u aerodromskoj hali. Tako je i bilo.
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Po svim pravilima dobro komponovanog epa, lepo je ubrzo
zamenilo ruzno. Poceli su da se izvinjavaju. Za nepunih pola
sata bio sam u avionu za Frankfurt odakle ¢e biti organizovan
najbrzi transfer ka Njujorku. Pride, nisam vise sedeo vec lezao
u biznis klasi. ,Lufthanzino® iskupljenje je bilo potpuno. Za
samo dvadeset evra, onih koji su zavr$ili u rukama germanskih
pandura, $to je svakako mnogo manje od razlike u ceni
avionske karte u ekonomskoj i biznis klasi, sad sam leskario,
imao u ruci daljinski za upravljanje video kanalima, ¢ebence.
Pogledao sam dobro avionsku kartu kojom su zamenili moju,
sada vec¢ sasvim beskorisnu. Recimo da je bila izdata nekoj ili
nekom ,,Ramajani Upanisadi”, toliko sam skontao. Umesto
nekog Indijca ili Indijke, moja slovenska barbarska telesina,
moja skitska trupina, protezala se duz oborenih udobnih
sediSta. Pronasao sam kanal klasi¢ne muzike na audio plejeru
i uzivao u adadu za gudace Semjuela Barbera. Kakav obrt!
Animirana projekcija naseg aviona koji sledi putanju preko
Atlantika Sarenila se sa ekrana. Gledao sam i ¢ekao da ukebam
trenutak kad ¢e mala letelica da se pomeri. Oc¢ajnicki posao.
Kad je doslo vreme klope bio sam upitan da li Zelim azijsku
ili evropsku ponudu. Sta bi Orvel narutio? ! Verovatno slatki
pasulj i dve przenice. Povrh svega, mene je odusevljavalo
¢ebence. Zgurio sam se pod njega i pokusao da spavam. Nije
islo. Pitao sam se i tada, i sad se pitam, dragi brate, cime sam
ja ovo zasluzio. Ko je ba§ mene odabrao da iz Srbije dodem
ovamo? Zasto? Nikad to nisam trazio. Nisam siguran ni da
sam zasluzio. Sve je tako tajnovito i toliko neobavezno u isto
vreme. Nije me pratila nikakva delegacija. Recimo, dramskih
umetnika ili dramskih pisaca. Ne prenosim nicije poruke,
nemam nikakav zadatak od opste koristi. O ovome jedva da
iko zna nes$to tamo odakle dolazim. Zvani¢no, niko me nije
ispratio, osim tebe. Hvala ti, uvek.
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Pokusacu da odspavam malo. PiSem ti iz male sobe koja
ima dva kompjutera i koja je posvecena se¢anju na mladog
dramskog pisca koji je prerano napustio ovaj svet. Njegovi
roditelji su dali da se uredi mali studio i nazove njegovim
imenom. Danju je ovde guzva a sada, u pola no¢i, nema nikog
i oni koji su smesteni u samoj zgradi instituta ve¢ odavno
spavaju. Odavde ¢u ti pisati tokom ove tri nedelje. Nerviras
me tim odbijanjem da instalira$ ,,skajp“, onda bismo mogli
da se ¢ujemo i pricamo do mile volje. Gordanu sam zvao
telefonom. Jako je sre¢na zbog mene. Kaze, da vidim ima
li nac¢ina da ostanem ovde, njoj se ¢ini da je to dobra $ansa
za mene. Malo je tuzna ispod svega, rekao bih. Da li se vas
dvoje uopste Cujete nekad? Mozda postoji nesto ¢ime nece
da me opterecuje. Molim te, proveri i porazgovaraj s njom.
Zvao sam i roditelje. Dedi je zvucao okej, mada malo umorno.
On predlaze da nadem neku ribu ovde, klasika. Keva je
prezaposlena, to sam shvatio. Nije mi pominjala reenje za
penziju, to je verovatno boli. Kako ti vidi$ sve to? Jebi ga, setio
sam se. Mislim, to §to ne mogu da nadem odgovore zasto sam
ja zasluzio da me jedna americka institucija dramskih pisaca
poziva da tri nedelje o njenom trosku tumaram centrom
sveta. Samom sebi ne izgledam dovoljno dobar za tako nesto.
To nije doziveo ni nas baba, nisi ni ti. Za mene su keva i on
heroji, heroj si ti. Gordana je najsvetlija dusa, pa eno je gde
ve¢ deset godina zivi kao podstanar, putuje na posao u neku
selendru, ponizavajuce.

Oprosti mi ovakav kraj, a sad stvarno idem da legnem jer
ve¢ svice. Napisi mi $ta da ti kupim. Pravim spisak. Stezem ti
ruku i volim te.

Tvoj brat Vukasin, plod ¢reva iste matere!
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Translated from the Serbian by Professor Randall Mayor

Indeed, my sons, we would fail if we had not already.

Themistocles

My dear brother,

I’'m somewhere on Broadway, further on down, and the rain
is not just falling but is rather pelting me intermittently. Even
so, in my wet earphones, I can still hear “Three Easy Pieces’
by John Cage. I've stopped under an awning and I'm trying
to light a cigarette. An old woman turns after her umbrella
which the wind has ripped from her hands. She’s laughing at
herself. I'm laughing too. From the stream rushing down the
street, over where her umbrella disappeared, a huge black dog
on a leash now leaps out. That’s just how things are here, it
seems. Things turn into beings, and beings turn into things.
This actually isn’t just rain, it’s more like a tempest coming
in from the ocean. I'm smoking and looking at my boots. The
water has already covered them. Like every other foreigner, I
imagine that there is someone standing next to me who under-
stands the language I speak. I do have ghosts, yes, it’s only fair
that I mention it to you. I inhale the rain and my Lucky Strike,
as excited as when we were little and I heard Gordana’s voice
and I see you gathering us like a flock of turkeys in front of
the gate. Father is at work. Mother, too. Aunt Juli$ka is stand-
ing in the doorway and wiping her hands on a dishtowel.
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You herd us in and she grabs us and tells us, half in Hungarian,
half in Serbian, not to leave the entranceway. Gordana pulls
at my t-shirt soaked in water and laughs. Later, she grumbles
when Aunt Juliska rubs our heads with a towel, and you stand
at the threshold and look out into the yard. Then you ran off. I
could never guess where to or why. You were older. You always
had more of your own reasons than we, the younger ones, did.
Even back then you had so many things which worried only
you. Your bicycle, your rabbits, your inventions in the garden,
like that wooden airplane-windmill, whose propeller spun on
its shaft when the wind blew. How it would be rocking and
spinning in this storm! If I ever don’t know what to do with
myself more than now, because even now I don’t know, I’ll
start producing just such airplane-windmills because they
don’t have them here. Not even Manhattan is perfect. There,
the dog and its master have found each other. Now the man is
kneeling in a puddle and petting his dog as if he is touching
an important part of his own soul. You understand that. You
used to have a weakness for the powerless.

I don’t mean to gripe. Except for the fact that smoking is
not allowed in places where they sell coffee and alcohol, New
York is good to me. I arrived three days ago. I was met at
the airport by Joey, a family man in his early fifties. He’s the
coordinator of the project we've been invited to participate in,
and he makes sure we have maps, subway tickets, money and
so on. I'll get 700 bucks a week! Taking into account the fact
that our rooms are provided, they give us the money so we
can eat and drink. Why did I mention Joey? Probably because
he’s the first person I spoke to here. About Japanese automo-
biles. He also drives a Honda, he’s not a patriot. When I asked
him how life is in New York, he smiled and said, “I have no
idea, I drive in to work, sit half a day in the office and then go
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home to my wife and kids in Connecticut.” There is a lot of
nature in Connecticut. You know I can’t stand nature. When
we went through the toll booth and glided into Manhattan,
my heart jumped with joy.

I almost forgot! Among other things, if youre interested,
I can tell you in detail about how we all gathered here within
24 hours. Playwrights from Eastern and Central Europe. An
interesting thing happened on the way here, I mustn’t forget
to tell you about that. You remember that the JAT check-in
clerk told me, “in Munich, try not to be late for your con-
nection to New York.” Remember, we hugged and then you
comforted me that “everything will be all right as soon as
you leave the airspace of this shitty country you call a home-
land.” Then you turned and went outside the terminal. You
called someone on your cell, standing in front of the building.
I kept watching you until you crossed the street and disap-
peared among the cars in the parking lot. That’s when my
adventure began. First, we landed late in Munich. The ter-
minal there is a long one, but it’s not so spread out that it is
poorly organized. Even so, there was no way in five minutes
to get to the terminal that led to the plane for New York. That
was precisely how much time we had to try, those of us who
were travelling on. There were three of us. An older man from
outside Belgrade, a woman of fortysomething, and me. Seeing
that we were in a tight spot, I stopped a JAT flight attendant
and asked, “Pardon me, Ma’am, but how do you expect us to
get there in five minutes?” “Hurry, hurry,” she said haggardly.
The board with the terminal number could be seen in the
distance, but the number was so tiny it became clear that it
was at least 300 yards away. I was on the verge of running, but
then some German attendants stopped us. “You can’t make it
now, the gate is already closed,” they said and called in over
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the walkie-talkie to someone. The JAT stewardess had liter-
ally disappeared from the airport terminal. The man, woman
and I all looked on helplessly. Then the old fellow decided to
say what was on his mind. “Why, why the hell, did they send
me a ticket to visit them, I told them I didn’t really care. Right
now I’d be sitting at home in peace and quiet, goddamn kids
and grandkids.” The woman, visibly upset, moved closer to
me and even grabbed me by the forearm, “You speak English,
yes, great, I don’t know a word, it’s good, you’ll help us,
right?” A couple of seconds later, two policemen came up and
all three of us were taken to the police station at the airport.
Yes, they arrested us. A stupid, blond, Germanic cop stomped
after us as if he had a spare can of Beck’s stuck up his anus. At
the station they put us in a bare room with benches, and that
selfsame ‘Fritz’ watched us from the door as if we were three
iguanas. He spoke with a rasp, loud and happy, to someone
we couldn’t see. I could make out the other voice down the
hall. It said that they needed to get the camera ready. The
old man sat down on a bench in order to light a cigarette, but
he quickly changed his mind. Smoking is not allowed even
outside the police station, much less after a Bavarian police-
man gives you one of his looks. “Ask them if they can just let
me go home, screw this,” the old man asked me dead seri-
ously. I didn’t get to answer him because they were already
taking me off to photograph me. Three poses, with a German
camera, it might have been a Carl Zeiss lens, because they’re
united again, the Germans! I said something in German at
that moment, something like, “Why are we here?” or some-
thing like that, which made ‘Fritz’ jolt like he had just seen
an organ grinder with a monkey on his shoulder. He called
out to ‘Hans” and I understood him as he repeated, “This guy
speaks German?” It doesn’t sit well when the Germans arrest
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you, I thought. First of all, it really wasn’t clear to me why we
had to be photographed in the offices of the police at that,
and second, hearing a German giving you orders isn’t pleas-
ant in the least. “Yes, I speak German, I learned it in school,”
I told him. I don’t speak well enough so that I could quickly
ask him, “Did the fact that so many Jews knew German help
any of them, you know, back then?” And I wanted to. Then
they photographed the woman and finally the old man, who
had sunk so deeply into his dissatisfaction that I thought he
might grab one of the policemen’s guns and kill us all. They
took 20 euros from each of us. Then they put a sticker in each
of our passports and told us that we were no longer illegal
immigrants and that we now had a transit visa for Germany.
We were free to complain all the way to our next airplane in
the airport terminal. And so we did.

Like in the principles of a well-composed epic poem, the
beautiful quickly replaced the ugly. They began apologizing.
In less than half an hour I was on a plane for Frankfurt, where
the quickest possible transfer to New York was to be organ-
ized. Moreover, I was no longer sitting, but reclining in busi-
ness class. Lufthansa’s redemption was complete. For just 20
euros, those that ended up in the clutches of the Germanic
cops — which was certainly a lot less than the difference in
price between an airplane ticket in economy and business
class - I was now lounging about, I had a remote control to
change the video channels, a blanket. I looked carefully at the
plane ticket they used to replace mine, now quite useless. It
was issued to some man or woman called ‘Ramayana Upani-
shad’ as far as I could tell. Instead of some man or woman
from India, my Slavic barbarian bulk, my Scythian hulk, was
stretched out on the comfortable reclining seat. I found a
classical music channel on the audio player and lavished in
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Samuel Barber’s Adagio for Strings. What a turnabout! An ani-
mated representation of our airplane following its path across
the Atlantic flickered on the screen. I watched and waited to
catch the moment when the tiny aircraft would move. A des-
perate job. When mealtime came, I was asked if I preferred
an Asian or a European selection. What would Orwell order?
I Probably baked beans and two slices of French toast. Above
all, I was enthralled with the blanket. I huddled beneath it
and tried to sleep. Without success. I wondered then, and I
wonder now, my dear brother, what I did to deserve this. Who
was it that chose my humble self to come here? Why? That’s
something I never asked. I'm also not sure I deserved it. It’s
all so mysterious and so laid-back at the same time. I was not
accompanied by, say, any sort of delegation of playwrights.
I’'m not carrying anyone’s message; I have no real worthwhile
task to do. Back where I come from, hardly anyone knows
about all of this. Officially, no one saw me off, except you.
Thanks, as always.

I'll try to go and sleep for a while now. I'm writing to you
from a small room which has two computers and which is ded-
icated to the memory of a young playwright who died before
his time. His parents donated the money to set up a small
studio which bears his name. During the day it’s crowded, in
the middle of the night there’s no one, and those staying in
the building of the institute have long since gone to bed. I will
write you over the next three weeks from here. You irritate me
with your refusal to install Skype, because then we could see
each other and talk as much as we wanted. I called Gordana
on the phone. She’s quite happy for me. She says that I should
try to find a way to stay here, she thinks it’s a good opportu-
nity for me. She’s a little sad deep inside, I would say. Do the
two of you ever talk at all? Maybe there’s something that she
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doesn’t want to bother me with. Please, check it out and talk
with her. I also called our parents. Daddy sounded all right,
if a little tired. He suggested I find myself a girl over here,
the classic tale. Mom is really busy, I got that. She didn’t even
mention her retirement settlement, it probably hurts her feel-
ings. What is your take on all that? Shit, I just remembered.
I mean the fact that I can’t find an answer to why it was I
who deserved to have an American institution of playwrights
invite me to spend three weeks on their tab to wander around
the centre of the world. To myself, I don’t seem to be good
enough for something like that. Our dad didn’t get to do that,
nor did you. To me, he and mom are heroes, you are the hero.
Gordana is the brightest of souls, and yet there she’s been for
the last 10 years living as a tenant, traveling to work in some
backwater village, it’s humiliating.

Forgive me for ending this way, but now I really must go
off to sleep because dawn is breaking. Write me what you
want me to buy for you. I'm making a list. I grasp you by the
hand and I love you.

Your brother,

Vukasin, the fruit of the womb of the same mother!
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Biography

Birglil Oguz (b. 1981) received her BA in Comparative Literature and MA in Cultural Studies
from istanbul Bilgi University. She is the author of two short fiction books, Fasulyenin Bildigi
(2007) and Hah (2012). Her short stories, essays, articles and translations have been published
in Turkish literary magazines and newspapers. In the winter of 2013, she was invited to be a
writer-in-residence by quartier21 in MuseumsQuartier, Vienna. Currently, she is studying a PhD
in English Literature at Bogazici University, and she lectures on text analysis and the European
novel at Moda Sahnesi and Nazim Hikmet Academy in Istanbul.

Synopsis

The eight and a half stories in Hah, a collection that reads like a novel, contemplate the psychol-
ogy of mourning and melancholia, and the politics of mourning in particular. Hah, in search of
a new literary agency to transform traumatic loss into meaningful narrative, seeks to answer
these questions: how can one mourn when mourning is impossible? How can one write about
mourning when it isimpossible to find the means to narrate it? And how can one not write when
writing is the only way to mourn?

In Hah, the intervention of time into mourning manifests itself as the intervention of mourning
into language. Hah searches, finds, tries, uses and disposes of many types of literary devices in
order to articulate the Loss (that is, ‘loss’ with a capital ‘'L’) which defies articulation. It is a text
that signifies the literariness of every discourse, politics included.

Highly intertextual, Hah draws upon a plethora of texts, from the Old Testament to 20th century
European poetry, from 16th century ghazals to contemporary Turkish verse, from cornerstones
of Turkish literature such as Leyla Erbil, Oguz Atay, and Bilge Karasu, to the likes of James Joyce
and William Shakespeare, from workers’ anthems to folk songs. It is a work that - while a product
of a specific time and place - resonates with anyone who has ever experienced loss. Therein lies
its particular universality.
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Tuz Ruhun / “De” (ss.29-30)

Agirligimi gay kasigiyla olgtiigiim giinlerdi.

Dur duraksiz yagan tebesir tozu gozkapaklarimda birikip
agirlasirdi. Eve donerken hi¢ konusmazdim. Giiniin 15181
egrilip soldukga, beni diinyayla bir arada tutan dikis tikir
tikir ¢oziiliirdii. Bir yanim uyur, 6biir yanim susardi.

Aksam kaprya dayandiginda, tak tak, gozkapaklarimdaki
tozu silkeleyip kim 0? derdim. O zaman kapidan baba girerdi.
Diinyanin ugultusu girerdi. Kapkara ve kocaman tiirbinle-
rin ugultusu, asitli sivilarin fokurtusu, ege ve gekicin sesi,
yanmis yag ve polyesterin kokusu girerdi. Ayaklarini siirii-
yerek girerdi. Taniyarak biiyiirdiim. Sofraya tuzkarabiberek-
mek gotiiriirdiim.

Icraatin Iginden programi bagladiginda, ha-ha, bugday tane-
leri ugusurdu ekranda, sofradan patates yemegi gecerdi ve
pilav ve tursu ve traktorler, (6rtmene bok denmez kizim),
dap dap dapdaginikt: her yan, ekmek kirintilari, tuz, iplikler,
bos makaralar, (ha Zebra ha Cebra, tizilme kizim), tabaklar
bosalinca masadaki kirintilar: tek tek toplardik tek parmagi-
mizin ucunda, goz goze gelemezdik ¢iinkii doymanin utanci
girerdi aramiza, (ama bir daha kendini duvara civiletme,
gerekirse devrime inkilap de, tamam mi kizim?), sagci kes-
tanelerin gobekleriyse ¢oktan ¢atlamist: is¢i kani i¢mekten
ama giinesin zapti yakindi, (diinyanin tuzu sensin, unutma),
ama akin yoktu, benim gibi ki¢1 puntolu aksaklar vards,
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animsamanin giriltisi agird: ve herkesi evine mihlamisti,
bugday yagiyordu her yana, sanki kar yagiyordu ama, (anim-
samak i¢in unutmak gerek kizim, sen sakin unutma), boyle
boyle, sofranin en ortasinda birikiyordu ii¢ parmak kadar, iki
goziimiiziin ikisine de birdi tuz ya da kar, saygiyla susup bek-
liyorduk ve ¢ok gegmeden geliyordu Lenin, bir tuzluk kadard1
boyu, (diinya ne yener ne yenik diiser kizim), hep devrimin
seksen ikinci giliniinde geliyordu, diise kalka dans ediyordu
karin iistiinde, neseyle gecip gidiyordu soframizdan, seving-
ten gozlerimiz doluyordu her seferinde, ama kederli bir sey
vardi o ayak izlerinde, kederli ve agir ve susuyorduk, (ve
o6liim yalnizca oliileri ilgilendirir), biz sustuk¢a bugday tane-
leri havada dort doniiyordu, bir acilik vardi, bugdayda da
bugdaya bakmakta da, (bu yiizden yetmisinde bile zeytin
dikeceksin ve oldugundan gii¢lii goriineceksin), basimizi kal-
diramiyorduk, basimiz agirdi, ¢iinki bilmek agirdi, ¢linki
bir bugday tanesi bin bugday tanesi demekti, (ve iireteceksin
ama unutma: Onlar senden ama senin degil), taneler havada
dort doniip duvara garpiyordu, salland: koca duvar, sallandi
ve yikildi, uzakti, agirds, sirtimiz iisiidi, alnimiz karisti, (sen
bendensin, cdnimin sirasi, ama benim degilsin), ¢ay iciyor-
duk, derken korfezin sularina petrol mavi bir kum yagds,
kum degildi bugdaydi, sulara yagdi, hakliydik, haksiz kildi
bizi, hakliydik, haksiz kild1 bizi, hakliydik, haksiz kildi bizi.

Ve sofrada bir basima kaldigimda kagigin sapini masaya
vurup “iyi degil,” dedim, ¢linkii bir bugday tanesi kavusup da
topraga yok olmazsa hi¢ —ama hig- hig iyi degildi ve sofradan
tuzkarabiberekmek gétiirdiim.
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Translated from the Turkish by Amy Spangler

From “Your Soul of Salt’ (pp. 29-30)

It was back in the days when I measured my weight by the
teaspoon.

An incessant rain of chalk dust would weigh heavy on my
eyelids. I never spoke on the way home. As the light of day
bent, fading away, stitch by stitch the thread binding me to
the world would come undone. One half of me would fall
asleep, the other, silent.

At the knock-knock on the door in the evening, I would shake
the dust from my eyelids and ask, “Who’s there?” That’s when
father would enter. And with him, the drone of the world.
And the drone of giant black turbines, the burble of acidic
plaster, the noise of files and hammers, the smell of burnt oil
and polyester, all of these would enter. He would enter, drag-
ging his feet. I would grow up, knowing. I would take the
saltpepperbread to the table.

When ‘A Nation at Work’ came on, ha-ha, right!, corns of
wheat would fly across the screen, a potato dish would traverse
the table and rice and pickles and tractors (you shouldn’t call
the teacher “shit” sweetheart), it was a massive mess all over,
bread crumbs, salt, threads, empty spools (God very well could
have spoken to “noses” rather than “Moses” sweetheart, don’t
be hard on yourself), when the plates were emptied we would
gather the individual crumbs on the tips of our individual

200 The European Union Prize for Literature 2014



Birgiil Oguz

fingers, we could not let our eyes meet because the shame of
being full would come between us, (but don’t let yourself get
nailed to the wall like that again, okay, sweetheart, just keep
the word proletariat to yourself), meanwhile the stomachs of
right-wing chestnuts had already burst, having gorged them-
selves on the blood of workers, but the conquest of the sun
was near, (you are the salt of the earth, don’t forget that), but
there was no surge, just the limping likes of me with headline
fonts on their butt, the noise of remembering was thick and
had glued everyone to their homes, wheat rained down, as if
snow falling but (to remember you have to forget, sweetheart,
whatever you do, never forget), falling and falling, piling up
on the middle of the table, three fingers thick, salt and snow
were one and the same to our eyes, we would wait in respect-
ful silence and before long he would come, Lenin, no taller
than a salt shaker, (the world neither defeats nor is defeated,
sweetheart), he always came on the 82nd day of the revolu-
tion, dancing a jumbled dance on the snow, merrily making
his way across the table, each time our eyes would swell up
with joy, but there was something sad in those footprints, sad
and heavy and we would grow silent, (and death only concerns
the dead), as we remained silent the grains of salt would som-
ersault through the air, there was a bitterness, to the wheat
and to watching the wheat (and that’s why, even at 70 you’ll
plant olive trees, and you’ll appear stronger than you are),
we couldn’t raise our heads, our heads were heavy, because
knowing was heavy, because a single corn of wheat meant a
thousand corns of wheat, (and you shall produce but don’t
forget: though it be of you, it is not yours), the corns turned
somersaults, crashing into the wall, the giant wall shook, it
shook and it fell, it was distant, heavy, our backs grew cold,
our foreheads creased, (you are of me, the milk of my soul,
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but you are not mine), we were drinking tea, when an oil-blue
sand rained down on the waters of the gulf, it wasn’t sand but
wheat, it rained down on the water, we were right, it made
us wrong, we were right, it made us wrong, we were right, it
made us wrong.

And when left alone, I slammed the stem of the spoon onto
the table and said, “It’s no good,” - just no no no - no good
and I took the saltpepperbread from the table.

202 The European Union Prize for Literature 2014



The United Kingdom

Evie Wyld
All the Birds, Singing (2013)

Tous les oiseaux du ciel

Publishing House Vintage

© Roelof Bakker

Biography

Evie Wyld is the author of one previous novel, After the Fire, A Still Small Voice, which was short-
listed for the IMPAC Award, the Orange Award for New Writers and the Commonwealth Writers’
Prize, and awarded the John Llewellyn Rhys Prize. In 2013, she was named as one of Granta's
Best of Young British Novelists, having previously been named by the BBC as one of the 12 best
new British writers. All the Birds, Singing was longlisted for the Baileys Women'’s Prize for Fiction.
She lives in Peckham, London, where she runs the Review Bookshop.

Synopsis

Jake Whyte is the sole resident of an old farmhouse on an unnamed British island, a place of
ceaseless rains and battering winds. It’s just her, her untamed companion, Dog, and a flock of
sheep. Which is how she wanted it to be. But something is coming for the sheep - every few
nights it picks one off, leaving it in rags.

It could be anything. There are foxes in the woods, a strange boy and a strange man, rumours
of an obscure, formidable beast. And there is Jake’s unknown past, perhaps breaking into the
present, a story hidden thousands of miles away and years ago, in a landscape of different
colours and sounds, a story held in the scars that stripe her back.
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1

Another sheep, mangled and bled out, her innards not yet
crusting and the vapours rising from her like a steamed
pudding. Crows, their beaks shining, strutting and rasping,
and when I waved my stick they flew to the trees and watched,
tlaring out their wings, singing, if you could call it that. I
shoved my boot in Dog’s face to stop him from taking a string
of her away with him as a souvenir, and he kept close by my
side as I wheeled the carcass out of the field and down into
the woolshed.

I’d been up that morning, before the light came through,
out there, talking to myself, telling the dog about the things
that needed doing as the blackbirds in the hawthorn started
up. Like a mad woman, listening to her own voice, the wind
shoving it back down my throat and hooting over my open
mouth like it had done every morning since I moved to the
island. With the trees rattling in the copse and the sheep
blaring out behind me, the same trees, the same wind and
sheep.

That made two deaths in a month. The rain started to come
down, and a sudden gust of wind flung sheep shit at the back
of my neck so it stung. I pulled up my collar and shielded my
eyes with my hand.

Cree-cra, cold, cree-cra, cold.
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‘What are you laughing at?’ I shouted at the crows and
lobbed a stone at them. I wiped my eyes with the back of my
hand and breathed in and out heavily to get rid of the blood
smell. The crows were silent. When I turned to look, five of
them sat in a row on the same branch, eyeing me but not
speaking. The wind blew my hair in my eyes.

The farm shop at Marling had a warped and faded sign at
the foot of its gate that read Free Baby Guinea Pigs. There was
never any trace of the free guinea pigs and I had passed the
point of being able to ask. The pale daughter of the owner was
there, doing a crossword. She looked up at me, then looked
back down like she was embarrassed.

‘Hi,’ I said.
She blushed but gave me the smallest of acknowledge-
ments. She wore a thick green tracksuit and her hair was in

a ponytail. Around her eyes was the faint redness that came
after a night of crying or drinking.

Normally the potatoes from that place were good, but they
all gave a little bit when I picked them up. I put them back
down and moved over to tomatoes, but they weren’t any good
either. I looked up out the window to where the farm’s green-
house stood and saw the glass was all broken.

‘Hey,” I said to the girl, who when I turned around was
already looking at me, sucking the end of her pencil. “‘What
happened to your greenhouse?’

‘The wind, she said, taking her pencil to the side of her
mouth just for a moment. ‘Dad said to say the wind blew it in.’

I could see the glass scattered outside where normally they
kept pots of ugly pink cyclamen with a sign that said, The
Jewel for your Winter Garden. Just black earth and glass now.
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“Wow, I said.

‘Things always get mad on New Year’s Eve,’ said the girl in
an older voice that surprised both of us. She blushed deeper
and turned her eyes back to her crossword. In the greenhouse,
the man who normally ran the shop sat with his head in his
hands.

I took some oranges and leeks and lemons to the counter. I
didn’t need anything, the trip was more about the drive than
the supplies. The girl dropped her pencil out of her mouth and
started to count oranges, but wasn’t sure of herself and started
again a few times over. There was a smell of alcohol about her,
masked by too much perfume. A hangover then. I imagined
an argument with her father. I looked up at the greenhouse
again, the man in it still with his head in his hands, the wind
blowing through.

‘Are there nine there?’ she asked, and even though I hadn’t
counted as I put them in the basket I said yes. She tapped
things into the till.

‘Must be hard to lose the greenhouse,” I said, noticing a
small blue bruise at the girl’s temple. She didn’t look up.

‘It’s not so bad. We should have had an order over from the
mainland, but the ferry’s not going today.’

‘The ferry’s not going?’

‘Weather’s too bad,” she said, again in that old voice that
embarrassed us both.

‘T've never known that to happen.’

‘It happens, she said, putting my oranges in one bag and
the rest in another. “They built the new boats too big so they
aren’t safe in bad weather.’
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‘Do you know what the forecast is?’

The girl glanced up at me quickly and lowered her eyes
again.

‘No. Four pounds twenty please.” She slowly counted out
my money. It took two goes to get the change right. I won-

dered what new thing she’d heard about me. It was time to
leave, but I didn’t move.

‘So what’s with the free guinea pigs?’

The flush came back to her face. “They’ve gone. We gave
them to my brother’s snake. There were loads.’

‘Oh’
The girl smiled. ‘It was years ago.’
‘Sure, I said.

The girl put the pencil back in her mouth and her eyes flut-
tered back down to her crossword. She was just colouring in
the white squares, it turned out.

In the truck, I found I had left the oranges in the shop. I
looked out of my rear-view mirror at the smashed greenhouse
and saw the man inside standing up with his hands on his
hips looking at me. I locked the doors and drove away without
the oranges.

It started to rain heavily, and I turned up the heating and
put the wipers on full speed. We drove past the spot I usually
stopped to walk Dog and he sat in the passenger seat and
stared at me hard, and every time I turned to look at him
he put his ears up, like we were mid-conversation and I was
avoiding his look. ‘So what?’ I said. “Youre a dog.’ And then
he turned around and looked out the window.
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Midway home it caught up with me and I pulled over into
the entrance to an empty field. Dog gazed stoically out the
window, still and calm, and I pressed my thumb into the
bridge of my nose to try and take away the prickling, clung on
to the skin of my chest with the nails of my other hand to melt
away that old -thudding ache that came with losing a sheep,
a bead of blood landing in an open eye. I cried drily, honking
and with my mouth open, rocking the truck and feeling
something grappling around inside me getting no closer to
coming out. Have a good cry; it was the kind of thing Mum’d
say to a triplet in the hope a visit to the hospital wasn’t nec-
essary. Like the time Cleve fell out of a tree and cried it out,
and we found out later he had a broken arm. But there was
nothing good in my crying - it prevented me from breathing,
it hurt. I stopped once my nose began to bleed, cleaned it up
with the shammy I used on the days the windows were iced
on the inside and drove home, calmly. On the Military Road
near to the turning home, some teenagers fondled about at
the bus stop. When they saw me coming one of the boys pre-
tended to put something in his mouth, another mounted him
from behind and humped him while he mimed throwing a
lasso. The girls laughed and gave me the finger. As I rounded
the corner the boy with the lasso dropped his trousers and
showed his white arse.

I put a pot of coffee down on the stove harder than I needed
to. ‘Fucking kids, I said to Dog, but he had his back to me and
wasn'’t listening.

I slammed the fridge and leant my head against it. Stupid
to have become so comfortable. The fridge hummed back in
agreement. Stupid to think it wouldn’t all fall to shit. That
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feeling I’d had when I first saw the cottage, squat and white
like a chalk pebble at the black foot of the downs, the safety of
having no one nearby to peer in at me - that felt like an idiot’s
lifetime ago. I felt at the side of the fridge for the axe handle.

My sleeve was brown where some of the dead sheep had
leaked onto it and I took my jumper off and rubbed the spot
with soap in the downstairs bathroom. I smelled like billy goat
but the idea of a full wash with the cold deep in my shoulders
didn’t interest me, so I just splashed under my armpits. My
hands clenched and unclenched to warm up, the right one
aching and clicking in the way that it did in damp weather
where the bones hadn’t knitted back together.

I smoothed back the skin of my face in the mirror. The
last fringe I'd given myself had been an inch too short and
I looked like a mad person. I found a blooded thumbprint
below my ear.

I lit a cigarette, holding it with my lips and clasping my
hands together in front of me to tense my arms as I inhaled
to check the muscle tone and it was still there even if I hadn’t
sheared in a couple of months. Strong lady. 1 watched the
smoke snake its way out of my mouth and disappear in the
cold air. The coffee pot began its death rattle, and I moved
to take it off the hob. I still had a fear of the thing exploding.

Out the kitchen window, the flash of a windscreen across
the valley. Don in his Land Rover. I spat my cigarette into the
sink, ran the water over it, and then bolted out into the yard
to get the wheelbarrow, and Dog nipped me on the back of the
knee for running. I huffed up to the top of the drive, the barrow
squeaking to buggery, and stood, blocking the road. Don pulled
up and cut the engine. Midge stayed patiently in the passenger’s
seat eyeballing Dog with her pink tongue lolling out.
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‘Christ alive. Youre making my balls shrink,” Don said as
he swung himself out of the truck. It was sleeting and I only
wore my singlet. He passed a glance at me that I rolled off my
-shoulders. “You look like shit. Not sleeping?’

‘I'm fine. I nodded to the wheelbarrow. Don looked at it.
‘What’s that you got there?’
‘Another dead ewe. Reckon it’s those kids.

He looked at me. Our breath puffed white between us. He
shook his head.

‘What’s a kid want to go and do that for?’
‘Why does anyone do anything? Bored and shitful.’

Dog jumped up at Midge sitting in the truck and barked at
her while she looked back coolly.

‘No,” said Don, ‘can’t blame everything on the kids. Even if
some of them’s vicious little buggers.’

‘What’s gone on here then?” he asked the dead sheep,
bending forward and taking a closer look; his hands were on
his hips. It was very cold. I folded my arms over my chest and
tried to look comfortable.

‘I found her this morning out by the woods.’
‘By the woods?’
I nodded.

He shook his head and walked around the wheelbarrow.
‘She’s dead all right.’

‘Oh really? You a vet?’
Don narrowed his eyes at me.

I cleared my throat. “These kids...’
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Don tipped his cap up off his eyes and looked at me. ‘Good
night last night — you shoulda come down the pub last night
like I said.

Here we go, I thought. ‘Not my sort of place, Don.’ I pic-
tured the men who would be there, leaning up against the
bar and talking in low voices, their eyes flicking up when a
woman walked by. The same sort as the three who had showed
up in the first week, whistling farmer-wants-a-wife. Don was
different. I'd called on him with my first breech birth and
he’d come with me, calmly sewed the prolapsed innards back
into the ewe and saved her triplets, poured me a drink and
said lightly, All gotta learn one way or the other.

Still, he could go on for ever.
‘Three years. You haven’t been out to the pub once’

This was a lie. I'd been there once, but Don liked to say it
so much that he never listened when I told him.

‘You show up, arm in a sling, looking like a lesbian or a
hippy or something, and you move in and we don’t have many
of either of those round here. You're not careful, theyre going
to use stories about you to scare the nippers.’

I shifted my weight, feeling the cold setting into my
jawbone.

‘It’s a lonely enough job sheep farming without putting
yourself in isolation.’

I blinked at Don and there was a long pause. Dog whined.
He’d heard it all before as well.

‘So what killed my sheep then?’ was all I could say.

Don sighed and squinted at the sheep. He looked about
a hundred in the morning light; the age spots on his cheeks
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were livid. ‘Mink might tear a sheep up, after she’s dead.
Or a fox.” He lifted the ewe’s head to take a look at the eyes.
‘Eyes are gone,” he said; ‘could be something killed her and
then everything else took their pickings.” He lifted the head
higher and looked underneath where her ribs made a cave. He
frowned. ‘But I've never seen anything round here flense an
animal like that.

I patted the pocket of my trousers, where I kept my ciga-
rettes, then I touched Dog on the top of his greasy head. A
crow called out, Caaa-creee; and caaa-creee. Midge stood up
on her seat and we all looked over the fence at the dark trees
there.

‘Just tell those kids if you see them, and anyone else who
wants to hear about it, that if I catch anyone near my sheep
I’ll shoot them.

I turned the wheelbarrow around and started walking back
down the hill towards home.

‘Yep, said Don, ‘happy new year to you too.’
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Traduit de I'anglais par Mireille Vignol

1

Une autre brebis mutilée et saignée dont les entrailles encore
visqueuses dégageaient des vapeurs de pudding bouilli. Des
corbeaux au bec luisant se pavanaient en croassant; quand
je brandis mon béton, ils s’envolerent et poursuivirent leur
observation du haut des arbres en écartant les ailes et en
chantant, si 'on peut parler de chanter. Je flanquai un coup de
botte dans la gueule de Dog pour 'empécher d’emporter un
lambeau en souvenir et il marcha sur mes talons tandis que
je brouettais la carcasse hors du champ et la déposais dans le
hangar a laine.

Réveillée et sortie avant la lumieére du jour ce matin-la, je
parlais tout haut, jexpliquais au chien ce que nous avions a
faire; les merles s’annongaient dans les aubépines. J’écoutais
ma voix de folle que le vent me renvoyait et me fourrait dans
la gorge, avant de mugir dans ma bouche ouverte, comme tous
les matins depuis que javais emménagé sur 'ile. Les arbres
frémissaient dans les bosquets, les moutons bélaient derriére
moi... toujours les mémes arbres, le méme vent et les mémes
moutons.

Cela faisait deux morts en un mois. Le temps se mit a la pluie
et une rafale de vent me projeta une volée cinglante de crottes
de mouton sur la nuque. Je relevai mon col et, de la main,
protégeai mes yeux.

Cri-cra, caille, cri-cra, caille.
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- Quest-ce qui vous fait rire ? Hurlai-je aux corbeaux en leur
balangant une pierre.

Je m’essuyai les yeux du revers de la main et respirai a fond
pour évacuer 'odeur de sang. Les corbeaux se turent. Lorsque
je me retournai pour les regarder, jen vis cinq en rang sur
la méme branche qui m'observaient en silence. Le vent m’en-
voyait les cheveux dans les yeux.

Sur un écriteau tordu et défraichi au pied du portail, la bou-
tique de produits de la ferme de Marling indiquait: DONNE
BEBES COCHONS D’INDE. Je n’avais jamais vu la moindre
trace des cochons d’Inde gratuits et j’avais dépassé le stade ou
je me sentais capable de me renseigner. La fille du proprié-
taire, une palotte, faisait des mots croisés. Elle leva les yeux
sur moi puis les baissa d’un air géné.

- Salut, lui dis-je.

Elle rougit et me répondit d’un signe a peine perceptible.
Elle portait un épais survétement vert et ses cheveux étaient
retenus en une queue de cheval. Elle avait les yeux un peu
rouges, comme si elle avait passé la nuit a pleurer ou a boire.

D’ordinaire, leurs pommes de terre étaient bonnes, mais
quand je les pris dans ma main, elles me semblerent un peu
ramollies. Je les reposai et arrivai aux tomates, qui n’étaient
pas plus appétissantes. En regardant par la fenétre, je m’aper-
cus que les vitres de la serre étaient toutes brisées.

- Tiens, dis-je a la fille qui m’observait en sugant son crayon
lorsque je me tournai vers elle. Quest- ce qui est arrivé a votre
serre?

- Clest le vent, répondit-elle en poussant le crayon a la com-
missure des leévres. Papa m’a dit de dire que c’était la faute du
vent.
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Le sol était jonché de bris de verre devant la serre, la ou ils
disposaient habituellement d’horribles pots de cyclamens
roses a cOté de la pancarte: LE JOYAU DE VOTRE JARDIN
D’HIVER. Il ne restait plus que de la terre noire et du verre.

- Ouabh, dis-je.

- Le réveillon du nouvel an tourne toujours au vinaigre, m’in-
forma-t-elle d’'une voix miire qui nous surprit toutes les deux.

Elle rougit de plus belle et se pencha a nouveau sur ses mots
croisés. A 'intérieur de la serre, ’homme qui tenait habituel-
lement la boutique était assis, la téte dans les mains.

Je choisis quelques oranges, des poireaux et des citrons. Je
n’avais besoin de rien; je faisais le déplacement pour sortir, pas
pour les courses. La fille 6ta le crayon de sa bouche et se mit
a compter les oranges, mais elle n’était pas stire d’elle et dut
s’y prendre a plusieurs reprises. Je sentais des relents d’alcool
sur elle, masqués par trop de parfum. Elle devait donc avoir
une gueule de bois. ]'imaginai une dispute avec son pere. Je me
tournai a nouveau vers la serre o ’homme se tenait toujours la
téte entre les mains; le vent s'engouftrait autour de lui.

- Y en a bien neuf? Me demanda la fille.

Je n'avais pas compté les oranges en les mettant dans le panier,
mais je confirmai. Elle entra les prix dans la caisse.

— C’est un coup dur, pour la serre, lui dis-je en remarquant un
petit bleu sur sa tempe.

Elle détourna les yeux.

— Pas si dur. On devait recevoir une commande du continent,
mais il n’y a pas de ferry aujourd’hui.

- Pas de ferry?
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- II fait trop mauvais, répondit-elle avec cette voix de femme
mire qui nous embarrassait toutes les deux.

- C’est la premiére fois que je vois ¢a.

- Ca arrive, dit-elle en mettant les oranges dans un sac et le
reste dans un autre. Ils ont construit les nouveaux bateaux
trop gros et ils sont dangereux en cas de mauvais temps.

- Tu sais ce que prévoit la météo ?
Elle me jeta un coup d’ceil rapide avant de rebaisser les yeux.

- Non. Quatre livres vingt, s’il vous plait. Elle compta mon
argent avec lenteur.

Elle s’y prit a deux fois pour me rendre la monnaie correcte-
ment. Je me demandai quel nouveau ragot elle avait entendu a
mon propos. J'aurais dit m’en aller, mais je restai.

- Au fait, c’est quoi cette histoire de cochons d’Inde gratuits ?
Son visage rosit a nouveau.

- Ils sont morts. On les a donnés au serpent de mon frére. Y
en avait tout un tas.

- Ah bon.
- Ca fait des années, me dit-elle en souriant.
- Evidemment.

Elle se remit a sucer le crayon et battit des paupiéres pour
reprendre ses mots croisés. Je constatai quen fin de compte
elle ne faisait que noircir les cases blanches.

Une fois dans le pick-up, je m’apercus que j'avais oublié les
oranges. En regardant la serre détruite dans le rétroviseur, je

vis que 'homme s’était levé et m’observait, les mains sur les
hanches. Je verrouillai les portieres et filai sans les oranges.
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La pluie se mit a tomber a verse; je montai le chauffage et
réglai les essuie-glaces sur la vitesse maximale. Nous pas-
sames devant I’endroit ou j’avais I’habitude d’emmener Dog
se promener. Assis sur le siege du passager, il ne me lachait
pas des yeux et chaque fois que je me tournais vers lui, il dres-
sait les oreilles comme si nous étions en pleine conversation et
que j’évitais de croiser son regard.

- Et alors ? Lui dis-je. T’es un chien. Sur quoi il tourna la téte
et regarda par la vitre.

A mi-chemin de la maison, le sentiment me rattrapa et je dus
me garer a I'entrée d’'un champ vide. Dog, stoique, fixait 'ex-
térieur avec calme et sérénité. J'appuyai du pouce sur l’aréte
de mon nez pour essayer de stopper les picotements et plon-
geai les ongles de l'autre main dans la peau de ma poitrine
pour tenter d’apaiser la douleur sourde qui accompagnait la
perte d’'un mouton, la perle de sang dans un ceil ouvert. Je
sanglotais sans larmes, ma bouche ouverte cornait, le pick-up
se balancait et je sentis une sorte de grappin qui chahutait en
moi sans trouver la moindre issue. « Pleure un bon coup »,
c’est le genre de conseil que maman donnait aux triplés en
espérant éviter ainsi une visite a ’hopital. Comme la fois ol
Cleve était tombé d’un arbre, avait pleuré un bon coup, et ou
l’on s’était apercu plus tard qu’il avait le bras cassé. Mais mes
pleurs n’avaient rien de bon - ils m’étouffaient douloureuse-
ment. Quand je sentis mon nez saigner, je m’arrétai et me net-
toyai avec la peau de chamois que j’utilisais pour désembuer
I’'intérieur des vitres, puis je repris calmement la route de la
maison. Sur Military Road, pres de 'intersection pour aller
chez moi, un groupe de jeunes se tripotaient prés de l’arrét
de bus. Lorsqu’ils me virent arriver, un gars fit semblant de
glisser quelque chose dans sa bouche, un autre le chevaucha
en un simulacre de coit tout en mimant un lancer de lasso.
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Les filles ricanérent en me faisant un doigt d’honneur. En
prenant le virage, je vis le gar¢on au lasso baisser son pantalon
et me montrer son cul blanc.

Je posai la cafetiere sur la cuisiniére avec une brutalité futile.

- Putain de gamins, dis-je a Dog, mais il me tournait le dos et
ne m’écoutait pas.

Je claquai la porte du frigo et y appuyai ma téte. Quelle idiote
d’avoir pris mes aises. Le frigo fredonna son approbation.
Quelle idiote d’avoir cru que tout n’allait pas se barrer en
couilles. le sentiment que j'avais éprouvé en voyant le cottage
pour la premiére fois, blanc et trapu comme un galet crayeux
au pied noir de la colline, la sécurité de n’avoir aucun voisin
proche qui plit m’épier — javais 'impression que tout cela
datait déja de plusieurs vies d’idiote. Je glissai la main der-
riére le frigo et palpai le manche de hache.

Le bras de mon pull était bruni par le sang du mouton mort;
je 'enlevai et frottai la tache avec du savon dans la salle de
bains du rez-de-chaussée. Je puais le bouc mais avec le froid
qui me glacait I'intérieur des épaules, je n’avais pas envie de
me laver de la téte aux pieds; je me contentai de m’asperger les
aisselles. J'ouvrais et serrais les mains pour me réchauffer, la
droite craquait et me langait comme elle le faisait toujours par
temps humide, la ol les os ne s’étaient pas ressoudés.

Je me lissai la peau du visage dans la glace. La derniere fois
que je m’étais occupée de ma frange, je l’'avais coupée plu-
sieurs centimetres trop courte, ce qui m’avait donné un air de
folle. Je m’apergus que javais une empreinte de pouce ensan-
glantée sous loreille.

Jallumai une cigarette, la coingai entre mes levres, puis je tendis
et serrai les mains devant moi en retenant mon souftle pour
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vérifier si mes muscles étaient tonifiés, ce qui était le cas méme
si je n'avais pas tondu de quelques mois. « Une fille solide.» Je
regardai les panaches de fumée s’échapper de ma bouche et dis-
paraitre danslair froid. La cafetiére commengca son rale d’agonie,
je la retirai de la plaque. Je craignais toujours quelle n'explose.

Par la fenétre de la cuisine, je vis I’éclat d’un pare- brise tra-
verser la vallée. La Land Rover de Don. Je crachai ma cigarette
dans I’évier, fis couler I'eau, puis me précipitai pour prendre la
brouette; Dog me punit de courir en me mordillant I'arriére
du genou. Je regagnai le haut de l'allée a bout de souftle avec la
brouette qui gringait a tire-larigot et je me plantai au beau milieu
de la route. Don sarréta et coupa le moteur. Midge resta patiem-
ment sur le siege du passager et reluqua Dog en déroulant sa
langue rose.

- Nom d’une pipe! Rien qu’a te voir, j’ai les couilles qui se
ratatinent, dit Don en descendant de son pick-up.

J’étais en débardeur sous I'averse de neige fondue. Il me langa
un regard dont je me débarrassai d’un roulement d’épaules.

- T’as vraiment une sale gueule. T arrives pas a dormir?
- Je vais bien, répondis-je en montrant la brouette du menton.
- Qu’est-ce que Clest que ce truc ? Demanda Don.

- Encore une brebis tuée. Je crois que c’est un coup des jeunes.
Il me regarda. Des bouffées d’haleine se formaient entre nous.
I1 hocha la téte.

- Pourquoi veux-tu qu'un gamin fasse une chose pareille ?

- Pourquoi fait-on n’importe quoi? Ils s'emmerdent et c’est
une bande de petits cons.

Dog aboya et bondit vers Midge qui le toisa en restant assise
dans le pick-up.
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- Non, on ne peut pas les accuser de tous les maux. Méme si
y a de sacrés petits salopards parmi eux. Alors, qu'est-ce qui
test arrivé ? demanda-t-il & la brebis morte en se penchant
pour mieux voir, les mains sur les hanches.

I1 faisait tres froid. Je croisai les bras sur ma poitrine en faisant
semblant d’étre a l'aise.

— Je l’ai trouvée ce matin pres du bois.

— Prés du bois? Jacquiescai. Il fit le tour de la brouette en
hochant la téte.

— Pour étre morte, elle est morte.

- Sans blague, tu serais pas véto, par hasard ? Don me langa
un regard noir. Je m’éclaircis la gorge.

- Ces jeunes...
Don dégagea la casquette de ses yeux et me regarda.

- C’était sympa hier soir. T’aurais d venir au pub avec nous
comme je te l'avais dit.

«C’est reparti», pensai-je.
- C’r’est pas mon truc, Don.

J'imaginai les types qui devaient fréquenter le pub, accou-
dés au zinc et conversant a voix basse, les yeux s’éclairant
lorsqu'une femme passait. Du méme genre que les trois qui
étaient venus chez moi la premiére semaine, en sifflant ’air de
I'amour est dans le pré. Don était différent. J'avais fait appel
a lui pour mon premier agnelage par le siege. Il était venu,
avait calmement recousu le prolapsus de masse viscérale de la
brebis et sauvé ses triplés, avant de me servir un coup a boire
en me disant d’un ton léger: « Faut bien apprendre un jour ou
'autre. »
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Mais bon, il rabachait toujours la méme chose.
- Trois ans. Et t’as jamais mis les pieds au pub.

C’était faux. J'y étais allée une fois, mais Don préférait pré-
senter les choses comme ¢a et il refusait de m’écouter si je
tentais de rectifier sa version des choses.

— Tu déboules ici un beau jour, le bras en écharpe, avec ta
touche de lesbienne ou de hippie ou je ne sais quoi encore, tu
t’installes et y en a pas beaucoup des comme ¢a par ici. Fais
gaffe sinon ils vont raconter des histoires pour faire peur aux
gosses a ton sujet.

Je dansais d’une jambe sur l'autre et sentais le froid s’installer
dans ma machoire.

- L'élevage de moutons est déja assez solitaire, tu devrais
arréter de t’isoler comme ca.

Je clignai des yeux et il y eut une longue pause. Dog gémit. Lui
aussi avait déja entendu tout ¢a.

- Qu’est-ce qui a tué ma brebis, alors? Fut tout ce que je
trouvai a dire.

Don soupira et regarda la béte en plissant les yeux. Dans la
lumieére matinale, il paraissait avoir cent ans; les taches de
vieillesse étaient livides sur ses joues.

- Un vison est capable de déchiqueter un mouton, s’il le trouve
mort. Un renard aussi. (Il leva la téte de la brebis et examina
ses yeux.) Il lui manque les yeux. Si ¢a se trouve, une béte I'a
tuée puis toutes les autres se sont servies. (Il leva la téte encore
plus haut et scruta le creux formé par les cotes. il fronga les
sourcils.) Mais j’ai jamais rien vu dépecer un animal de la
sorte.
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Je tapotai la poche de mon pantalon ou je gardais mes ciga-
rettes, puis je caressai les poils gras de Dog sur le sommet de
sa téte. Un corbeau langa son caaa-criii et caaa-criii. Midge
se redressa sur son siége et nous nous tournames tous vers les
arbres sombres au-dela de la cloture.

- Si tu les vois, dis aux jeunes et a tous ceux que ¢a intéresse,
que si jen surprends un pres de mes moutons, jouvre le feu.
Je fis demi-tour avec la brouette et redescendis la colline vers
chez moi.

- Quais, répondit Don. Et bonne année a toi aussi.
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former Vice President, Hellenic Authors’ Society

Members

Constantine Hatziantoniou, 2011 EUPL winner
Achilleas Kyriakidis, fiction writer & translator
Anastasia Lambria, publisher

Dionysis Magliveras, essayist
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lceland

Coordinator: The Writers” Union of Iceland

President: Audur Adalsteinsdottir, expert in Icelandic media
and contemporary literature, member of the Publishers
Association

Members

Hermann Stefansson, writer, critic and teacher in literary
studies

Ofeigur Sigurdsson, writer, 2011 EUPL winner

L atvia

Coordinator: Writer’s Union of Latvia

President: Ieva Kolmane, Member of the LWU Board,
literature critic and translator

Members

Ieva Balode, Project Manager of the International Writers’
and Translators’” House at Ventspils;

Janis Oga, Director of the Latvian Literature Centre and
Publishing House “Mansards”;

Renate Punka, President of Latvian Publishers” Association;
Director of Janis Roze Publishers

Inga Zolude, 2011 EUPL winner; prose writer, columnist,
currently PhD student for a doctoral degree in English
literature

The European Union Prize for Literature 2014 231



Liechtenstein

Coordinator: AdS - Autorinnen und Autoren der Schweiz

President: Roman Banzer, Head Unit for Teaching,
Learning and Applied Linguistics, University of
Liechtenstein. Delegated by Literaturhaus Liechtenstein.

Members

Prof. Dr. Peter Gilgen, Associate Professor and Director of
Graduate Studies, Department of German Studies, Cornell
University. Delegated by PEN Club Liechtenstein

Anita Griineis, Journalist and author. Delegated by IG Wort

Malta

Coordinator: The Maltese Language Academy

President: Carmel Azzopardi, member of the Maltese
Language Academy and ex-President of the same academy,
Vice-President of the European Writers’ Council.

Members

Dr Marco Galea is senior lecturer in Theatre Studies at

the University of Malta and an ex-President of the Maltese
Language Academy.

Prof. Stella Borg Barthet, Associate Professor in the
Department of English at the University of Malta, where she
teaches courses in postcolonial literature and theory, and in
18th and 19th century English and American fiction.
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Patrick J. Sammut is a senior lecturer at De La Salle
College where he teaches Maltese and Italian language and
literature at sixth form level. He is currently vice-President
of the Maltese Poets Association and editor of its quarterly
publication VERSI. He is also editor of the monthly literary
e-mag IL-PONT, and author of various books: short stories
for children, poetry and literary criticism.

Achille Mizzi, council member of the Maltese Language
Academy and ex-President of the same academy, is one of
Malta’s leading poets.

Montenegro

Coordinator: The Montenegrin Independent Writers’
Association

President: Andrej Nikolaidis, writer, 2011 EUPL winner

Members

MA Mladen Lompar, writer, critic, President of
Montenegrin P.E.N center

PhD Aleksandra Nikcevic Batricevic, full Professor of
American literature and feminism literary theory at the
University of Montenegro

PhD Nela Savkovic Vukcevic, literary critic and Professor of
rhetorics at the University of Montenegro and the University
of Donja Gorica

Dragana Tripkovic, writer, dramatist, poetess
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The Netherlands

Coordinator: Authors’ Organization VvL
(Vereniging van Letterkundigen)

President: Jeroen Thijssen, Authors’ Organization VvL
(Vereniging van Letterkundigen)

Members

Jeanette Wagenaar, Booksellers Association KBb
(Koninklijke Boekverkopersbond)

Martijn David, trade Publishers Association GAU
(Groep Algemene Uitgevers)

Serbia

Coordinator: Serbian PEN Centre

President: Zoran Paunovic, literary critic,
university Professor

Members

Jelena Lengold, writer, 2011 EUPL winner

Vladislava Gordic Petkovic, literary critic,

University Professor

Mladen Veskovic, literary critic

Mihailo Pantic, writer, literary critic, University Professor
Zivadin Mitrovic, Former Secretary General of Serbian
Association of Publishers and Booksellers
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Turkey

Coordinator: Turkish PEN Centre

President: Tarik Giinersel, poet and writer, President of PEN
Turkey Centre

Members

Metin Celal, President of Publishers Association of Turkey
Zeynep Oral, essayist, critic and journalist, Int’]l Secretary of
PEN Turkey

Mario Levi, novelist, Board Member of PEN Turkey

Zeynep Aliye, short story writer and member of

PEN Turkey

Guest Member: Ciler Ilhan, 2011 EUPL winner

United Kingdom

Coordinator: The Society of Authors

President: Cathy Rentzenbrink, Associate Editor for The
Bookseller and We Love This Book and Project Director for
the adult literacy charity Quick Reads

Members

Robert Collins, Deputy Literary Editor of The Sunday Times
Adam Foulds, writer, 2011 EUPL winner

Martin Neild, Managing Director of Hodder & Stoughton
Publishers, Visiting Fellow of University College London,
co-founder of World Book Night and Chair of the Book
Marketing Society, Chair of the Chipping Norton Literary
festival and committee member of the Society of Bookmen.
Catherine Taylor, Deputy Director of English PEN.

She currently writes for the Guardian and Telegraph among
other publications.
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EUPL 2014 Jury Reports

Albania

After detailed consideration, the Albanian jury for the European Prize for Literature 2014 unani-

mously decided that the prize would be awarded to Ben Blushi, for his novel Otello, Arapi i Vlorés
(Othello, Arap of Vlora). This novel, Blushi’s second work, comes after his debut Té jetosh né ishull
(Living on an Island), which broke records with over 60,000 copies sold within the first two years.
Otello, Arapi i Vlorés, is an accomplished work: mature, perfect in form and profound. It’s a con-
densation of a lifetime’s experience of thought, ideas, history, vision, and even artistic strength.
A work which breaks many taboos and literary stereotypes, which for a number of reasons have
conditioned the tastes of some readers for a sweetened and glorified image that exaggerates
aspects of Albanian history and national characteristics.

Otello, Arapi i Vlorés is a startling novel that sends us back in time and immerses us deep in
thought. The narrative style, rich language and profound erudition put the novel among the
most beautiful and accomplished works of Albanian literature. This novel is a work that honours
Albanian literature and shows an original talent who has the ability to create other great works.
Itis a cultural phenomenon that deserves to spread beyond Albanian speakers.

Bulgaria

Bulgarian writer and translator Milen Ruskov definitely merits the European Union Prize for Lit-
erature for emerging authors because, as many literary critics and readers would agree, his
novel Summit well and truly lit up contemporary Bulgarian literature.

Milen Ruskov is 48-years-old and graduated in Bulgarian philology from Sofia University. He
is the author of three novels: Pocket Encyclopedia of Mysteries (2004), which was awarded the
National Prize for a debut author; Thrown into Nature (2008), which received the Bulgarian Novel
of the Year Prize and was published in English in 2011 by Open Letter Books, USA; and Summit
(2011), selected by the Bulgarian Jury for the EUPL in 2014.

Ruskov, who is also a distinguished translator from English into Bulgarian, made his name in Bul-
garian literature 4-5 years ago. His first novel deeply impressed readers with its original narra-
tive style and daring approach to describing life, with a contemporary mindset and use of bitter
irony. His second novel added to his reputation as a writer of great erudition and demonstrated
a desire to broaden his themes.

Summit is an extraordinary novel set in the last decade of the Bulgarian Revival (1870s), the cul-
mination of a period of Bulgarian struggle for liberation against the five centuries long Ottoman
occupation - a feverish time of turmoil and idealistic exaltation, traditionally represented in
Bulgarian literature in a one-dimensional heroic style. Yet Ruskov bursts all these clichés and
depicts the period in a mock-heroic manner. The idealism of the era and the real-life historical
events and characters are filtered through the consciousness and the condensed simple speech
of two individual rebels belonging to the class of ordinary people. These rebels, accompanied
by their old horse Grandpa Yuvan, set out to raid a Turkish cash-convoy on its way through the
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Arabakonak gorge in the Balkan mountains. This adventure is only the beginning of their vicis-
situdes, which Ruskov presents in a vivid and inventive vocabulary. Summit contains a brazen,
gripping and hilarious narrative, which also leads to deeper reflection. In conclusion, let us once
again highlight Ruskov’s amazingly rich, succulent and expressive language, as well as his mas-

terful representation of a dramatic and proud age.

Czech Republic

A History of Light is a voluminous biographical novel, following the life story of the first Czech
photographer whose accomplishments merited world recognition. Frantisek Drtikol made a
name for himself as an author of portraits and nudes, now sold for hundreds of thousands of
dollars at auction. However, in the second half of his life, Drtikol gave up photography and
turned to mysticism. Consequently, in the Czech Republic, he is also known as a spiritual teacher
and one of the first practising Czech Buddhists.

The novel begins with the 1892 mining disaster which Drtikol witnessed as a nine-year-old boy.
It follows the steps of the protagonist as a young man, leaving a Czech provincial town for
Munich to study photography. Having returned to his homeland, Drtikol started his famous
Prague photographic studio, portraying Tomas Garrigue Masaryk, the first Czech president, the
composers Leos Janacek and Bohuslav Martind, as well as foreign visitors to Prague including
Filippo Marinetti, Paul Valéry, Rudolf Steiner and Rabindranath Tagore.

The author’s interest in Drtikol was inspired by his multifarious personality, full of contradic-
tions: a dandy from a mining town, a soldier never sent to the First World War front, a world-
famous photographer twice made bankrupt, a master of the photographic nude who is unlucky
with women, a mystic and a Buddhist turning, after the Second World War, to Communism.
Formally, A History of Light is written in a second-person narrative, turning into a dialogue
between the writer and the protagonist, which pulls in readers only for them to realise that the
narrator is not the writer, but the Absolute searched for by Drtikol for all of his life.

We are convinced that Jan Némec’s novel is a valuable Czech contribution to the contemporary
European narrative. In an innovative way, it represents the life of an important, world-acclaimed
artist and, focuses on a unique human fate, demonstrating the contradictory character of more
than half a century of modern Czech history.

Greece

The anti-hero of this story, finding himself unemployed and in poor health in his fifties, nar-
rates — usually without comprehension, occasionally in good humour and often enraged - the
trials and betrayals he has suffered from his employers, women he has met as well as his family.
His insistent and sometimes explosive monologue highlights an apparently prosperous and
tolerant society as it moves into decline and intolerance, including xenophobia. His child-like
naivety is the deforming and deformed mirror of a cynical and vicious environment.

The European Union Prize for Literature 2014 237



lceland

Oddny Eir has written three novels, each one a special brew of genres, all of them excursions
of autofiction and ideology. Her work continually mixes autobiography with fiction, the lyrical
with the abstract, and the regional with the universal. In Opnun kryppunnar (Opening the Hump)
she introduced the reader to her special world, where fantasy constantly bleeds into reality,
focusing on her urge to write and the tension between the philosophical and the fantastical,
the personal and the sociopolitical. Heim til mins hjarta (Home to my Heart), which got nomi-
nated for the cultural prize of the newspaper DV in 2009, takes the reader on a fantasy journey
in search of a cure for the narrator’s exhausted heart. In Jardneedi (Land of Love, Plan of Ruins),
which was nominated for the Icelandic Literary Award in 2011 and won the Icelandic Women'’s
Literature Prize in 2012, Oddny uses diary form to further explore the bond and tension between
the public and the personal, between fantasy and a didactic urge, using her own life, family and
friends as fuel for philosophical musings (e.g., on global and political concerns like nationality,
our need for a place to call our own and our roles as a part of an international society).

As a diary, Land of Love, Plan of Ruins is a description of the present, but it also digs into the past
and contemplates the future. Its theme is the search for a niche, a place to belong - a search
which takes us through ancestral ties to certain places as well as through international theories
of sustainability and global unity. Oddny has developed a unique style, which is at once poetic
and philosophical, and her approach to literature through a mixture of the personal and the
scholarly has made her an original voice in Icelandic literature. Land of Love, Plan of Ruins clearly
shows that she is not afraid of exploring and stretching further the limits of her autofiction,
continuing her highly relevant dialogue with our past, present and future.

Latvia

Jelgava ‘94 has already been praised and widely discussed by critics and readers alike, and the
book has received many awards: in 2014, it received the “1kg of Culture” Prize, awarded by the
LTV1 culture programme 100g of Culture; the TV show Great Reading placed it in the 100 best
Latvian books of all time; the Children’s Jury (a project involving young readers from all over
Latvia) chose the book as the favourite reading in the age group 15+; and it was also awarded
the most prestigious Latvian literary prize (the Latvian Annual Literary Prize) for the best debut
in 2013.

The majority of the jury members selected Janis Jonevs as the best candidate for EUPL 2014 as
a truly emerging and promising author. Jelgava ‘94 is a prose work endowed with a European
dimension, both in terms of the recent history of Western culture and the never-ending strug-

gle of an individual to explore him/herself in a historical context.

238 The European Union Prize for Literature 2014



Liechtenstein

Armin Ohri’s mystery novel Die dunkle Muse was published in 2012 by Gmeiner Verlag, a repu-
table publisher specializing in crime and detective fiction. It is intended as the start of a series
revolving around Julius Bentheim, a somewhat unusual protagonist: still quite young, he is a
university student who gets recruited into freelance police service as a draughtsman for crime
scenes.

The novel opens with a chapter that depicts the gruesome murder of a young prostitute, appar-
ently for no reason. The killer, a highly regarded professor of philosophy, admits his deed to one
of the victim’s neighbours and is arrested without resistance. However, he almost immediately
becomes obstinate when questioned by the authorities. Before long, the reader suspects that
the professor committed a crime for intellectual reasons. As one would expect from a gripping
crime novel, he almost gets away with it. In fact, the official investigators turn out to be compro-
mised, and the crime only gets solved due to Bentheim’s persistence and intelligence.
Considering Ohri’s previous novels, the jury noticed a considerable development and qualita-
tive leap in Die dunkle Muse. We believe that it constitutes a very competently narrated mystery
novel that transcends many of the standard examples of the genre. Ohri is especially good at
constructing a narrative arc that creates suspense, as well as writing in a pleasing and inform-
ative style that pulls the reader deeply into the mystery and makes him/her care about the
characters’ fate. Although there is still room for improvement - there is the occasional clumsy
sentence structure as well as an over-reliance on genre cliches - the novel is a serious effort
by an emerging writer who clearly has worked hard to improve his writing skills and has come
a long way since his earliest efforts. For instance, Ohri manages to convey a lot of historical
information in passing, without overwhelming the reader. He weaves technical details about
the history of photography, the geography and social history of Berlin, and the literary and
philosophical discussions of the day almost effortlessly into his story, which is always enhanced
by them. He is also very good at conveying the general atmosphere of the age and in explain-
ing the motivation of a seemingly inexplicable crime as an outgrowth of some of the worst
tendencies of the age.

In short, Ohri’s writing is straightforward and unassuming. The style is intended to be in the
service of the plot. He is not an experimental writer who deconstructs language and expresses
a deep-rooted linguistic scepticism. On the contrary, he is a pragmatic, popular writer who aims
primarily at telling a story and telling it well. His efforts go into constructing a plot that entices
the reader and develops the story he wants to tell in a logically consistent and suspenseful
manner. As already mentioned, Ohri has honed his skills as a storyteller for some time, and his
newer work is a great improvement over his earlier efforts. We are confident that this emerging
writer is now at a point in his career when a significant award will be a great motivation to con-
tinue along this trajectory and regale his audience with further Bentheim novels that display all
the qualities of the initial contribution to the series and may even improve on it.

Armin Ohri strikes us as a worthy winner of the 2014 European Union Prize for Literature and a
good representative of Liechtenstein literature.
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Malta

Dak li I-Lejl Ihallik Tghid (What the Night Lets You Say) is Pierre J. Mejlak’s second collection of
short stories, published in 2011. The stories vary in length and subject, but are similar in that

they are all tight narratives, urged on by the narrator’s need to tell his story from beginning to
end without pausing for a break or a digression. Many of the stories take their cue from ordinary
situations: people moving house or meeting each other at the funeral of a friend or relative.
However, most of the stories are really about difficult human relationships in contemporary
European society — both the mainland Europe that the much-travelled writer often refers to,
and the small island of Gozo that he returns to time after time, both physically and through
his narratives. In a sense, this collection is the diary of an islander who has come to terms with
his southern European origins but is just as comfortable with an acquired European identity.
If anything, it is his environment which finds it hard to adjust to the inevitability of becoming
increasingly multicultural, as stories like ‘Nixtieq Nghajjat lil Samirah’ ('l Want to Call Out to
Samirah’) or ‘ll-Barranija’ ('The Foreign Woman’) show. It is also a love song to the ancestors, the
people who created and populated this environment, perhaps best expressed by the strong
but ultimately futile urge of the female traveller in ‘ll-Kubu ta’ Rubik’ (‘Rubik’s Cube’) to advise
a young girl to “go into the kitchen and listen to your grandmother’s stories, which if you don’t
hear them, will die with her.”

Montenegro

Puna glava radosti is a collection of short stories. This is modern fiction with a fine touch of
postmodern literary experience, exploring the anxieties of the post-transition, post-war Mon-
tenegrin society. Deeply rooted in high modernism (James Joyce’s The Dead), American short
story masters (Hemingway and Carver) and a Borgesian line of South American magicians of
text, Ognjen Spahi¢ manages to transcend the sad, painful reality of a simple Montenegrin man
to tell a universal story about hope and salvation.
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The Netherlands

Thejury’s shortlist reflects the range and versatility of Dutch literature. The shortlist was derived

from a longlist that consisted of the titles that had been awarded the seven most important lit-
erary prizes in the Netherlands (and Flanders) that were also eligible for this prize.

Stephan Enter’s Grip underscores style and structure, Joost de Vries’ De Republiek explores nar-
rative structures in a postmodern way, and The Dutch Maiden by Marente de Moor connects
Dutch and world history with beautifully drawn, intriguing characters in a very personal novel.
These three authors belong on a European platform and any one of them could be selected as
the winner, but a choice had to be made. Above the two male authors, the jury unanimously
chose Marente de Moor with The Dutch Maiden.

De Moor’s balanced narrative fascinates from start to finish. Her vivid style carries the reader
through the story.

A classic triangular relationship involving two men and one woman (principal character Janna)
is magnificently brought to life against the backdrop of a crumbling manor house in 1936.
Janna’s reason for being there is also fascinating: she wants to become a fencing master. The
manner in which de Moor describes and revives this old art, making it a leitmotif throughout
the book, impressed the members of the jury.

The international setting, the original approach to a classic triangular relationship, her style and
her compelling characters make The Dutch Maiden the most convincing book on the short list.

Serbia

Quite Modest Gifts (2011) introduces Ugljesa Sajtinac as one of the leading authors in contempo-

rary Serbian literature. It is a novel that draws its power from immediate and passionate experi-
ence, marked by impressive energy and sincere emotions.

Itis an epistolary novel in which two brothers exchange emails about their seemingly ordinary,
but actually unusual and exciting lives in Serbia and the United States. Through a form of family
chronicle, the novel intertwines numerous narratives about the personal experiences of indi-
vidual characters, while raising a number of challenging questions about the world we live in.

Turkey

This book introduces a new style and a new form of language to Turkish literature. Birgiil Oguz
succeeds in expressing sociopolitical traumas through the eyes of a sensitive child. Initially, the
book may seem to be local or national, but it is an elegant display of painful experience, which
makes it a universal work of art. As the National Jury of Turkey, we are also convinced that the
author has a cultivated personality. We are sure that she can represent the positive aspects of
our society and become an asset in international relations, while promoting EUPL.
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The United Kingdom

The UK jury were impressed by the vision, power and scope of Evie Wyld's novel All the Birds,

Singing and felt that she would be a very worthy winner. She was a unanimous choice from an
extremely strong shortlist. All the jury members are very interested to see how she develops
and where her next novel takes her.

The following is taken from the review of the novel in the Daily Telegraph by Catherine Taylor, a
member of the jury: -

“Whenever | daydream, it's about Australia,” Evie Wyld has said. Her debut, the soaring, brutal,
After the Fire, A Still Small Voice, set in Queensland, was less the stuff of dreams, and more of psy-
chological nightmare, as experienced by a Vietnam War veteran. It won several prizes and was
shortlisted for many more. Recently, the half-Australian, British-based author was announced as
one of Granta’s best young British novelists.

This dual nationality — and perhaps identity — informs Wyld’s second novel, set alternately on an
unnamed northerly British island at the storm-ridden end of winter and amid the searing heat
of the Australian bush.

Jake Whyte is struggling to maintain her small sheep farm at the start of lambing season. Reclu-
sive, a mistrusted incomer in an island community hostile to strangers, she refuses to integrate.
She is vaguely menaced by bored local teenagers, but a greater threat lies with the mysterious
assailant that is systematically, violently, killing her flock.

From flashbacks to a renounced life in Australia, Jake is revealed as forever in flight, estranged
from her family for reasons that initially appear obvious but are incrementally, dramatically
revised due to the author’s considerable skill with plot.

Wyld's two narratives proceed in opposite directions — while the British one propels forward,
the Australian scenes run backwards. In both, Jake’s outsider status is firmly underlined.

She is the sole woman in a tense sheep shearing set-up; the hunted escapee from an effective
kidnapping. We witness, in reverse, her prostitution and the destitution that led to it.

While Jake and a homeless man, Lloyd, to whom she gives shelter and wary friendship, are
gruffly inarticulate, the natural world is eloquent with careening, frequently bloody life. In this
environment, “wet wool and rain dampened sheep s---" replace the longed-for “sugar and
eucalyptus, the hot breath of trees”. As the novel concludes, it seems that Jake’s redemption
lies with the sheep, which gather “like a field of ghosts”. These passive sentinels recall the horses
in fellow Australian Tim Winton’s The Riders - a writer with whom the fearless Wyld deserves

serious comparison.
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The European Union Prize for Literature

The aim of the European Union Prize for Literature is to put the spotlight on the creativity and
diverse wealth of Europe’s contemporary literature in the field of fiction, to promote the circula-
tion of literature within Europe and encourage greater interest in non-national literary works.

The works of the selected winners (one winning author per country participating in the Prize
on a rotation basis) will reach a wider and international audience, and touch readers beyond
national and linguistic borders.

The Prize is financed by the Creative Europe Programme of the European Union whose three
main objectives are: to promote cross-border mobility of those working in the cultural sector;
to encourage the transnational circulation of cultural and artistic output; and to foster intercul-

tural dialogue.

Selection process

The winning authors are selected by qualified juries set up in each of the 13 countries participat-
ing in the 2014 award.

The nomination of candidates and the final selection of one winner in each country took place
between February and July 2014.

The new emerging talents were selected on the basis of criteria stipulated by the European
Commission and fulfil in particular the following requirements:

Be a citizen of one of the 13 countries selected
« To have published between 2 and 4 books of fiction

« The winning books should have been published during the five years before the Prize

Juries

Jury members are appointed by national members of EBF, EWC and FEP. National juries are com-
posed by minimum of 3 and a maximum of 5 members.

The jury reports were delivered in the national language, and in English or French translation,
justifying the jury’s choice and providing relevant information on the winner and his/her work.

The European Union Prize for Literature 2014 243



The European Commission, DG Education and Culture

www.ec.europa.eu/culture

The Consortium

The European Booksellers Federation

www.europeanbooksellers.eu

The European Writers” Council

Wwww.europeanwriters.eu

The Federation of European Publishers

www.fep-fee.eu

The European Union Prize for Literature

www.euprizeliterature.eu






Thirteen winning authors

Ben Blushi Armin Ohri
Otello, Arapi i Vlorés (2009) Die dunkle Muse:
Historischer Kriminalroman (2012)
Milen Ruskov
Bw3suweHue (2011) Pierre J. Mejlak
Dak li I-Lejl Ihallik Tghid (2011)

Jan Némec

Déjiny svétla (2013) Ognjen Spahi¢
Puna glava radesti (2014)
Makis Tsitas
Mdptuc uouv o Ogdc (2013) Marente de Moor
De Nederlandse maagd (2010)
Oddny Eir

Jardnaedi (2011) Ugljesa Sajtinac

Sasvim skromni darovi (2011)
Janis Jonevs
Jelgava ‘94 (2013) Birgul Oguz
Hah (2012)

Evie Wyld
All the Birds, Singing (2013)
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