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The project 5 Books from Croatia is part of a new push to pro-
mote Croatian literature in a more methodical and transparent 
way. ‘Small’ literatures have always been less visible in the En-
glish-speaking world, trailing behind translations from German, 
French and Spanish. To date, English editions of Croatian authors 
have been the result of individual endeavours and the passion of a 
small number of translators and publishers with a special interest 
in translated literature. But while ‘big’ languages have a tradition of 
systematically promoting books, such as the leading publications 
10 Books from Holland and New Books in German, Croatian litera-
ture is still terra incognita to most publishers, editors and the broad 
reading public. This is hardly surprising because well-translated, 
representative excerpts from the best Croatian titles are neither 
cheap nor easy to come by.

That is why we have decided to launch 5 Books from Croatia – a 
publication with a clear editorial conception that once per year will 
present four contemporary authors and one classic, a ‘forgotten 
gem’. The aim of the booklet is to highlight Croatian authors whose 
works radiate features of the country’s culture and literature but 
at the same time possess a timeless and universal human quality. 
Sizeable excerpts (around 5,000 words each) have been translated 
by a team of excellent translators headed by Will Firth – also guest 
editor of the publication – and give a vivid impression of the rich 
and exciting climate in Croatian literature today.

Each of the four modern, prize-winning authors brings stylistic 
and genre-specific innovations to the treatment of classical themes 
such as wars and other historical turning points, or the relationship 
of the individual and society.

SIBILA PETLEVSKI, for example, bases her Taboo trilogy on an 
enormous historical research effort unprecedented in Croatian lit-
erature. Her study centres on the figure of Viktor Tausk, a psychoan-
alyst and associate of Sigmund Freud, and delves deeply into that 
era. At the same time, it leads us to draw parallels with the crisis 
of individual responsibility for social developments in the modern 
world. Despite the wealth of documentary material, especially from 
research into the First World War, Petlevski’s lively narrative styles 
always shine through and her books never fail to absorb the reader 
emotionally and intellectually.

The established high-fantasy author MILENA BENINI set a liter-
ary precedent when her novel Priestess of the Moon was shortlist-
ed for the Tportal Novel of the Year award. Equal in quality to the 
world’s best works in the genre, Benini’s novel introduces a real 
thematic freshness because it is inspired by traditions and mythol-

EDITOR’S WORD

DEAR READERS
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ogy from this part of the world – ancient Greek, Slavic and Illyri-
an. Her impressive and complex characters are not only reflexions 
of an elaborate magical world but also its active participants and 
agents of change.

The two novels set in the present – by Novak and Dejanović – 
focus on the same neuralgic point of Croatian reality: memories of 
the war in the 1990s. But these authors approach the issue in con-
vincingly unorthodox and completely unsentimental ways.

In the novel by KRISTIAN NOVAK the hero returns to his child-
hood via the stylised regional dialect of his native village in an at-
tempt to come to terms with a traumatic experience and to recreate 
his identity. This idiom packed with emotion, humour and perfor-
mative oomph gives the language back its organic liveliness and 
surpasses all previous attempts to use vernacular to conjure up 
ethnographic colour. Novak only touches on the outbreak of war 
in Croatia through the village’s selective perception of the outside 
world, showing that historical turning points can tectonically dis-
rupt life even when outwardly ignored.

The setting of MARKO DEJANOVIĆ’s novel is the Belgrade-Za-
greb train line (a vital transport link in ex-Yugoslavia, restored after 
the war), but it is also a very laden site that shapes both the past 
and future of his characters. An accident that befalls them is an al-
legory for the events of the war, but although Dejanović continues 
to use a realistic style he fans out his world into the hallucinations 
and altered states of mind in which the passengers tell their fateful 
tales. Masterfully balanced in emotion, this novel speaks about war 
and its consequences with subtlety and allusion.

In the ‘forgotten gem’ category we present a book by MIROSLAV 
KRLEŽA. This literary giant is well known to lovers of Slavic and 
Central European literature through his novels The Return of Filip 
Latinowicz and The Banquet in Blitva. Although a master of many 
literary genres, Krleža is still unknown to English readers as a trav-
el writer. Journey to Russia, in which he conveys his impressions 
of the country shortly after the October Revolution, is particularly 
significant today. The hundredth anniversary of one of the most sig-
nificant events in world history should definitely prompt a reread-
ing of forgotten literary works that possess both documentary and 
artistic value.

Since one of the goals of 5 Books from Croatia is to put the 
Croatian literary scene in context, this first issue also takes a de-
tailed look at five of the country’s notable literary festivals. Be they 
established or newcomers, they have contributed to the spirit of 
international dialogue that has awoken on the domestic scene in 
the last 15 years or so. Many of the festivals make creative use of 
multimedia platforms and produce collections of translated work, 
and some explicitly aim to be hotspots of transmission between 
languages and cultures.

Speaking of dialogue as the basis for literary exchange, it is also 
essential to talk about the personal experience of authors, editors, 
publishers and translators. Given the haphazard circumstances in 
which Croatian literature makes its way into English, insight into 
the immediate experience of individuals is crucial for compre-
hending the obstacles that Croatian titles come up against. Be it 
the complex process of reaching agreement with translators and 
publishers or the reception of Croatian authors in English, talking 
with major protagonists in the literary chain best illuminates the 
situation. We have therefore decided to include a section with in-
terviews – one with a Croatian view and the other from the perspec-
tive of an English native speaker.
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OLJA SAVIČEVIĆ IVANČEVIĆ talks about the reception of the En-
glish edition of her novel Adios, Cowboy (Istros Books, 2015) and 
also about how Croatian literature and authors are received in the 
anglophone media in general. TONY WHITE, co-editor and one of 
the authors of the short-story collection Croatian Nights, reveals 
the full importance of international contacts and authors’ socialis-
ing at literary festivals, on tours and at various residencies.

To assist translators and publishers from English-speaking coun-
tries with the funding of translations, we give details about where 
and how to apply for grants. We also mention a number of literary 
initiatives that could be of interest to authors from abroad, such as 
literary residencies in several Croatian cities.

Finally, I would like to thank the excellent and dedicated edito-
rial team: JADRANKA PINTARIĆ, one of the trendsetting editors in 
Croatia today; IVAN SRŠEN, an editor and agent of visionary qual-
ities; and the devoted translator WILL FIRTH, without whom Croa-
tian literature in English would not be half as well represented. The 
editorial team also thanks the Croatian Ministry of Culture and the 
foundation Croatia House for their support. We were honoured to 
work with the designers IRA PAYER and IVA HRVATIN on the visu-
al identity of the publication and to demonstrate that content and 
form can go hand in hand in literature too.

We hope 5 Books from Croatia will facilitate the passage of qual-
ity Croatian literature across national and linguistic boundaries and 
that you will find the excerpts presented here a good introduction 
to the increasingly vibrant Croatian literary scene.

Andrea Pisac
Chief Editor

EDITOR’S WORD
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REPRESENTING 
NATIONAL LITERATURE: 

IS A WRITER FAMOUS 
FOR THE COUNTRY THEY 

COME FROM OR ARE 
COUNTRIES RENOWNED 

FOR THEIR WRITERS?
CROATIAN WRITER OLJA SAVIČEVIĆ IVANČEVIĆ  

IN CONVERSATION WITH ANDREA PISAC

INTERVIEW

ANDREA

Your novel Adios, Cowboy (Adio kauboju) came out in Croatia in 2010 
and immediately received great reviews. It was crowned with the 
Tportal Novel of the Year award and also won the Art Prize of the 
paper Slobodna Dalmacija. But it took five years for an English trans-
lation to be published. How did the translation agreement with Istros 
Books come about, to what extent were you as a writer involved 
in promoting and marketing your book in Britain and, finally, how 
important do you think the individual efforts of a writer are in mak-
ing contacts that allow Croatian books to travel to English-speaking 
countries?

OLJA

It’s very fortunate that Istros Books exists: an independent publisher 
specialised in literature from this part of Europe, which has managed 
to assert itself in the British market. Istros is run by the enthusiastic 
and competent Susan Curtis, who knows our language, so she not 
only edits the books but is also able to read the originals and choose 
which she is going to publish. She contacted me via my agent at 
the time, we met at the book fair in Pula, and then we signed a 
contract. I think the most important thing is to ensure a good trans-
lation of a sizeable extract so that the book and the writer can be 
presented abroad. It can’t work without that. International festivals 
and residency programmes also strike me as a wonderful chance 
for young authors, and there are lots of magazines on the internet 
happy to publish translations of stories by Croatian writers. English 
is undeniably today’s lingua franca because it’s the language of the 
internet. My fourteen-year-old daughter has been writing a novel 
on Wattpad for the last three years, in English; the editor is a girl 
of the same age in Florida, and there is a translator in Italy turning 
the text into Italian. The possibilities here are unlimited, as are the 
opportunities for making contacts, but I hope literature in people’s 
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native tongues will also survive because it’s simply more authentic. 
The militant arbiters of Croatian national identity ought to be wor-
rying about this and creating the basis for a thriving literature rather 
than trying to forcibly change the language. Otherwise Croatian will 
disappear from writing and become a dialect that no one writes any 
more, and a language that is no longer written will ultimately also 
disappear from speech.
I don’t think writers should get too involved in launches and con-
tact-making if they don’t find it satisfying. The only thing that’s really 
important is that they write as well as they possibly can, and that 
demands more than enough work. I personally have never contact-
ed foreign publishers or translators, but I don’t consider it a bad 
thing. I think the situation, at least in Croatia, leads writers to adopt 

‘guerrilla tactics’.

ANDREA

Tell us a bit about the actual translation process of Adios, Cowboy. 
How was your working relationship with Celia Hawkesworth – the 
grand dame of Croatian literary translations in the UK?

OLJA

Celia inspired us all with her personality and her words at the Lon-
don Book Fair. I owe her a lot. We exchanged quite a few emails 
before we met because she had lots of questions. That’s a good 
thing. I like to cooperate with translators who have lots of questions. 
Hardly anyone reads a book as deeply and intimately as a translator.
An American edition of Celia’s translation Adios, Cowboy was put out 
just recently by the well-known publishing house McSweeney’s. The 
credit for that goes to Ivan Sršen, my agent and now publisher here 
in Croatia, but the excellent translation played a big part.

ANDREA

In the English-speaking context, how important is it for writers from 
small literatures like Croatian to take part in somewhat extra-literary 
activities such as literary festivals, launches and interviews? In other 
words, is it expected of authors that they be a kind of representative 
of their national literature, beyond their own books?

OLJA

I don’t think it’s possible to be a representative of a national litera-
ture because literature isn’t like sport or a competition or politics; it 
doesn’t belong to a particular group but to everyone. It’s only possi-
ble to be a ‘representative’ of your own book and at the same time 
of world literature, if only as one tiny part of it. Of course, at festivals 
people perceive me as a Croatian writer, because that’s a fact, but 
when Georgi Gospodinov or Sofi Oksanen come to Croatia I don’t 
think of them as ambassadors of Bulgarian or Estonian literature. I 
think of them as writers whose books I’m reading. I’d be glad if it was 
the same with me. I don’t know a single writer who’s famous because 
of their city or country, but there are cities and countries renowned 
for their writers, painters, artists and creatives in general... Artists 
can create the identity of a country or city through their work, and 
there are countless examples of this. It happens when we write or 
draw or perform without self-censorship and ingratiation, always in 
a kind of tension with our home milieu.
Some of my fondest memories of events and presentations are from 
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London: poetry readings with London bards in Hammersmith, where 
I read out my poems in a foreign language for the first time (with 
my atrocious accent), and there was a reading from the novel by a 
professional actor at a West End theatre conceived by the Croatian 
director Ivica Buljan, who also directed the stage version of Adios, 
Cowboy. 

ANDREA

In earlier interviews you made a link between literature and tourism, 
specifically the marketing of Croatia to tourists. You said that liter-
ature preserves an uncorrupted reflection of a country’s reality and 
that fiction – as paradox as it may sound, since fiction is fiction – is 
the only way a foreigner can truly get to know a place. Could you 
comment on that? And do you think translations from small languag-
es into English always have something of the unenviable role of a 
‘tourist brochure’, a kind of window on the local culture, and that that 
role often intrudes on the literature itself?

OLJA

Tourism is actually a fiction because it takes the most attractive 
titbits, spruces them up and puts on the right spin. It offers an ex-
perience of immediacy but without insights into real life. That is the 
charm of tourism – a flight from reality.
But fiction in the form of literature is contrived to be as close as 
possible to the truth. Only art like this can be as convincing as life 
itself, and that’s why we need it. Many of the people who come as 
tourists are sincerely interested in the places they visit.
Let me give you a personal example: I got to know a girl during a 
residency in Istanbul who took me to a semi-legal video shop, where 
I bought over a dozen excellent Turkish films with English subtitles. 
That was my ‘compulsory reading’, she told me, so that I’d under-
stand the country I’d come to. Along with the Turkish writers I’ve read 
in Croatian translations, those films that criticised the country – but 
also addressed it in deep and vital ways – helped make an imprint 
of Istanbul and Turkey on my life.
Because of the limited time available to us in our passage through 
the world, fiction anticipates personal experience we wouldn’t oth-
erwise gain in a thousand lives. It’s a great boon. That is one of the 
reasons why translations of Croatian books into other languages 
are important. Books are less calculating and don’t worry about the 
market to the same extent as films. Only people who read quality 
books can know how we live, think, feel, eat, love and smell – with-
out ever having been here. It’s not a glossy pamphlet or a holiday 
photo album: it’s a whole world replete with wonders and horrors.

ANDREA

Adios, Cowboy received rave reviews in The Guardian and The Irish 
Times. Both reviews applied the categories ‘postwar Croatia’ and 
‘South-Eastern Europe’. We know that the writers Dubravka Ugrešić 
and Slavenka Drakulić from Croatia and Vladimir Arsenijević from 
Serbia were often perceived as voices from the Balkans, whose 
books illuminated the complex situation in their countries, with 
the British reader in mind. Today the war is over and the labels 

‘postwar’ and ‘South-Eastern Europe’ are being used, which puts us 
in a regional box with certain cultural and political connotations. 
Do you think it’s the fate of all writers from small literatures to be 
considered representatives of particular periods and geographical 
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regions? Regardless of whether a writer goes along with that role 
or simply has it imposed in literary reviews – how do you think this 
labelling affects the public’s reception of the literature itself? And 
is it possible to separate literature from its cultural and geographic 
context, especially when it fits into the English-speaking world well 
as a translated work?

OLJA

I was a guest at the African Book Salon in the Canaries several years 
ago, together with a few other writers. We were given the task of 
doing a presentation on the literature of Eastern Europe; even the 
Balkans was too narrow a notion because most of the participants 
came from African countries and had no idea about us at all. Just 
watching Croatian football didn’t help them get much of an idea. 
We should be aware that we hardly exist at a global level, and then 
try to change that perception if we think it’s important. I mean, how 
much do we know about literature and life in general in Maghreb 
countries?! We take ourselves very seriously within our own borders, 
but beyond them our visibility is minimal in every regard – until a 
terrible war breaks out.
Reviews in major papers like The Guardian and The Irish Times are 
crucial because they take the book to the reader and give it inter-
national relevance. Book reviews like this usually pick up on a char-
acteristic identifiable to the broad reading public, something the 
potential audience can latch on to; then there came another series 
of readings and features for web portals, smaller magazines and 
blogs from Canada to Australia. These readings were sometimes 
professional, other times not, but they were often more focussed 
on the world of the book than the socio-political context the writer 
comes from.
When I wrote Adios, Cowboy, I wasn’t sure if anyone would be able 
to read it. It’s not written so that people will like it, and the language, 
which mirrors the world of the story, makes it too complicated for 
some people. I didn’t think about the translation aspect at all. The 
story itself isn’t in the vein of classic Balkan or Mediterranean ex-
otica. Rather, I was intrigued by a crime that goes unpunished, the 
crime that a society or community commits against an extraordinary 
individual – it’s a universal theme in a local context. So I’m doubly 
happy that the book has been translated and that more translations 
are being done. Literature found a path without institutional cod-
dling, and it’s encouraging every time that happens.

ANDREA

How would you compare the reception of Adios, Cowboy in English 
in the UK with the reader response in other languages – German, 
for instance?

OLJA

I have a publisher in Germany who also put out my short stories and 
will probably publish my third book of prose, too – a new novel I fin-
ished recently. Croatian writers get translated into German far more 
often than English. Germans are generally very open towards foreign 
literature. I had several good readings (in Leipzig, Berlin, Dresden 
and Frankfurt) as well as positive reviews in the paper Die Zeit, for 
example, and interesting experiences.
But when a book comes out in English and gets good reviews, half 
the world reads it; then a prominent publisher from America or a 
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film producer gets in touch. There’s nothing automatic about it, but 
nothing is ruled out. This hasn’t changed my daily grind or my addic-
tion to writing, but it has certainly altered my perspective. It gives 
me hope and makes me feel that I can write to every reader in the 
world from my room in Split, in my own language.

Olja Savičević Ivančević (1974) is a poet and writer from Split, Croa-
tia. Her first collection of poetry was published when she was only 
fourteen, and since then she has published six collections of poems, 
a short story collection (which won a prize for the best prose author 
under thirty-five) and a novel. She regularly collaborates with the-
aters as a dramatist and lyricist, and two of her short stories have 
been adapted into short films. Adios, Cowboy was awarded the best 
Croatian novel of 2011 by Tportal and was adapted into stage play 
the following year. An excerpt of the novel was included in Dalkey 
Archive’s Best European Fiction 2014. Her books have been trans-
lated into nine languages.
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ANDREA

You were one of the editors of the short story anthology Croatian 
Nights (Serpent’s Tail, 2005) that brought together British and 
ex-Yugoslav writers. An interesting thing about this book is that it 
came about through a longstanding collaboration of all the writers 
included. For many Croatian writers, the book was a launch pad 
into English, which is of huge importance for a ‘small’ literature and 
under-represented in the UK scene. Many other Croatian books in 
translation have also been the result of individual efforts of trans-
lators and open-minded editors. How important are those extra-lit-
erary encounters, often leading to lasting friendships, for foreign 
writers to get their work noticed?

TONY

It was an honour to introduce UK readers to so many good writers 
in Croatian Nights. Speaking personally, the friendships – with Cro-
atian Nights co-editor, the Croatian author, playwright and trans-
lator Borivoj Radaković, and others – have been a very important 
and surprising aspect of our collaborations. When I was first invit-
ed to take part in a literary festival in Zagreb back in 2001, I never 
expected that it would be the beginning of some long-standing 
friendships. Collaborations are like that, they can lead to unexpect-
ed places! Although actually I should say that these encounters and 
collaborations are never wholly extra-literary, it is always around 
literature that we meet, but the support for such exchanges – the 
social aspects of working together and the development of person-
al networks – is vital. Just as the most interesting and important el-
ements of a conference can sometimes be the conversations begun 
while queuing for coffee; although such outcomes can be challeng-
ing to predict or evaluate in funding or business terms.
I think that the possibility of financial support for literature in trans-
lation is at the heart of such exchanges, but surrounding this is a 

THE SOCIAL LIFE OF 
TRANSLATED LITERATURE: 

THE VITAL ROLE OF 
COLLABORATIONS, 

LITERARY FRIENDSHIPS 
AND INFORMAL 

CONVERSATIONS WHILE 
QUEUING FOR COFFEE

INTERVIEW

BRITISH WRITER AND EDITOR TONY WHITE  
IN CONVERSATION WITH ANDREA PISAC
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constellation of other potential activities and opportunities: resi-
dencies and placements, Arts Council England’s and other agencies’ 
support for live literature events involving international authors – 
which allowed us to bring Croatian Nights contributors to the UK 
for a multi-city tour – as well as thematic collaborations. I’m think-
ing here of the Free Word Centre’s recent Weather Fronts project, 
which has been developing international networks and writing that 
explores how literature can contribute to understandings of climate 
change.
Perhaps the greatest contribution to the profile of literature in 
translation in the UK in recent years has been made by the Inde-
pendent Foreign Fiction Prize (IFFP), which ran in various forms 
between 1990 and 2015 (as a collaboration variously between the 
Independent newspaper, the Arts Council and the Book Trust, with 
some long-standing commercial sponsorship from Champagne 
Taittinger). The ‘indy prize’, as it was affectionately known, has now 

‘joined forces’ with the Man Booker International Prize, but retains 
former Independent books editor Boyd Tonkin as chair of judges. 
The IFFP very successfully used the significant reach of a national 
newspaper for the active promotion of literature in translation, but 
with the Independent recently announcing the closure of its print 
operation, perhaps it was time for a change. It is certainly a tough 
act for the Man Booker International Prize to follow.

ANDREA

It is not unusual for a book in translation to get a considerable 
boost and social recognition when a UK author mentions it as their 
night-time reading. You know the literary scene of the former Yu-
goslavia well and by co-editing Croatian Nights you have brought 
many names from the region to the attention of UK readers. Do you 
think more UK authors could be promoting foreign authors in this 
informal way? What could be other ways of opening up the literary 
scene to foreign titles?

TONY

I think we have barely scratched the surface of what can be done 
for books with social media and our networked culture. Just think 
of the way that Twitter enables conversations to rapidly spread 
from one circle of friends to another. A couple of years ago there 
was a great project set up by UK author Joanna Walsh. She decided 
to use Twitter to promote writing by women, so created the hashtag 
#readwomen2014 – which has since evolved into #readwomen – 
which anyone, not just authors, can use on Twitter to talk about a 
book they are reading, or to make a recommendation. In a similar 
vein, back in 2010, a UK-based blogger named Stuart Allen was in-
spired by the then common #fridayreads hashtag to start #transla-
tionthursday, in order to give readers an opportunity to make or to 
search for recommendations of literature in translation. The earli-
est #translationthursday tweet I can find was promoting an English 
PEN anthology in that year, and it was retweeted by two people! 
Now it is huge.

ANDREA

Croatian Nights brought together UK authors who were at the time 
known as the New Puritans, while the regional authors belonged to 
the literary wave called The Festival of Alternative Literature (FAK). 
It seems that literary movements build up a critical mass to push 
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book exchanges. We have also seen that literary genres, such as 
Scandinavian crime, allow foreign authors an easier passage into 
English. Is there currently a literary wave that South-Eastern au-
thors are piggybacking on that could help them become better po-
sitioned for UK readers?

TONY

The huge interest in Scandinavian crime fiction is a great example, 
yes. Perhaps it is just me, but I still see All Hail the New Puritans as 
a single book rather than a movement, although it did a great deal 
to promote the short story, and it brought its contributors to the 
attention of the FAK authors in Zagreb and elsewhere, creating in-
credible opportunities for exchange and translation. With hindsight, 
I wonder if a more influential and durable movement that had de-
veloped through the 1990s in the UK was what the author Jeff Noon 
and others called ‘avant pulp’. This included many of the same au-
thors, and shared qualities of immediacy and contemporaneity, the 
connections to popular culture that had been espoused in the ‘New 
Puritan Manifesto’ and among the so-called ‘chemical generation’ 
(or what Steve Redhead called the ‘repetitive beat generation’) of 
mid-1990s writers. For me, ‘avant pulp’ has a wider reach than any 
of those other terms, and enables a larger, more culturally diverse 
and internationally-minded grouping (connecting as it does with 
Mark Amerika’s US concept of ‘avant pop’), which includes the in-
fluential black British author Victor Headley and the early novels 
of Stewart Home, as well as Scottish author Irvine Welsh and many 
others. However, it is true that there was a deliberately post-punk 
lineage being evoked by the editors of All Hail the New Puritans, 
which definitely struck an additional chord with Croatian col-
leagues. As for the current situation, I wish there was another liter-
ary wave that might help Croatian and other international authors 
reach anglophone readers, perhaps a movement on the scale and 
importance of Magical Realism! Why not? But I am not sure what it 
might be or where it might arise. Perhaps that is a question – or a 
challenge – for Croatian authors, or for authors everywhere.

ANDREA

As an author you have initiated many connections with public in-
stitutions, including being a fellow at the School of Slavonic and 
East European Studies. One of the greatest translators from Cro-
atian into English, Celia Hawkesworth, also worked there. There is 
clearly a connection between university departments focusing on 
regional literary studies and the availability of literature translat-
ed from those languages. What was your specific project at SSEES 
and in what direction do you think this great department should be 
heading to facilitate more literary exchange?

TONY

I was very fortunate to be Leverhulme Trust writer in residence at 
SSEES for one year. The position enabled me to pursue a body of my 
own research and writing relating to the region, and also to contrib-
ute to the development of thinking within the school about ‘public 
engagement’, i.e. ways of opening up the work of the university to 
non-academic audiences. To this end, I enjoyed working with Wen-
dy Bracewell to co-direct the Destination London festival (of East 
European writing about London). 
I remain a vocal enthusiast for residencies, which can offer a great 

INTERVIEW
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deal to writers, including ‘buying time and space’ (as is often said) 
to make new work, or to research in a particular area or context. 
Drawing on the innovations of the Artists’ Placement Group and 
others in the 1960s and 70s, some residencies can be more than 
simply writing retreats, but bring different kinds of creative process 
into institutions and communities that might not otherwise have 
access to such ways of working. I don’t think I would presume to 
suggest ways that SSEES or any other institution might develop, but 
I have been continuing to share my knowledge about residencies. 
Most recently using the residency model to explore how writers 
and artists can contribute to the sphere of climate change research, 
through the Open University and University of Sheffield’s Climate 
Change Scenarios project, on which I have been an adviser, and 
which will shortly appoint three innovative, networked artists’ resi-
dencies across the climate science and policy sphere.

ANDREA

Your book Another Fool in the Balkans demonstrates a deep knowl-
edge of and passion for the region. Yet you wrote it from the posi-
tion of a curious observer, exploring and learning about it as you 
went along. On the other hand, many Croatian writers, such as Du-
bravka Ugrešić and Slavenka Drakulić, are perceived as authorita-
tive voices about the region, which is one of the reasons why their 
work appeals to UK readers. Do you think that writers from ‘small’ 
literatures are bound by that particular role of being interpreters of 
their cultures or are there other socio-literary positions available 
to them? Also, ten years on, do you have plans to retrace your steps 
and put them into a travelogue?

TONY

I don’t think the role of writers from smaller literatures, as you say, 
should be bounded or confined at all. I think that there are many 
independent publishers and small presses here in the UK that have 
been doing great work to ensure that is not the case. For myself, I 
rely on smaller UK publishers such as & Other Stories, CB editions, 
Istros Books – as well as the larger houses – to continue their work, 
which includes not just introducing the work of new writers, but 
also ensuring that certain classic texts in English translation remain 
or are brought back into print. 
Of course I very much look forward to my next visits to the region, 
although I must say I have no plans to write another travelogue. 
Perhaps there will be scope for an updated edition of Another Fool 
in the Balkans at some point. But then, other artists and writers 
continue to make their own journeys, and to publish the results, and 
many voices are better than one. For example, I have recently very 
much enjoyed the work of the artist Dragana Jurisic, who is based in 
Dublin, in the Republic of Ireland. I was lucky to meet Jurisic when a 
short film adaptation of one of my short stories premiered in Dublin 

– Include Me Out of the Partisans Manifesto (dir. Alan Phelan, 2013). 
Dragana Jurisic achieved something remarkable recently. She suc-
ceeded in visiting and photographing every site named by Rebec-
ca West in her great 1939 Yugoslavian travelogue Black Lamb and 
Grey Falcon. In so doing, Jurisic has created an incredibly moving 
and – I hope – lasting body of work.
I might finish this by saying how grateful I am to all of those men-
tioned above, and the many, many others who each contribute in 
their own capacities to literature in translation and to other kinds 
of international exchange in literature and across the arts. It is a tru-
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ism but worth repeating that our lives as readers and as writers are 
immeasurably improved and enhanced by this work. I would also 
include this small publication in that company. So thank you for this 
discussion, and good luck with LBF and all of your work in this field.

Tony White is the author of novels including Foxy-T, published by 
Faber and Faber – ‘One of the best London novels you’ll ever get 
to read’ (Glasgow Herald). His most recent novel, Shackleton’s Man 
Goes South, was the first novel ever to be published by the Science 
Museum. Other titles include the non-fiction work Another Fool in 
the Balkans, novellas including Dicky Star and the Garden Rule, and 
numerous short stories. Tony White currently chairs the board of 
directors of London’s award-winning arts radio station, Resonance 
104.4fm. He tweets as @tony_white_ and his website is http://pie-
ceofpaperpress.com/.

INTERVIEW
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Croatia’s festival scene has flourished in the last decade and a half 
in all areas of culture and art. The music festivals (jazz, rock, alter-
native rock) are of high quality and well spread from the Adriatic 
coast in the summer to the concert halls of the big cities in the rest 
of the year. The film festivals enjoy particular popularity and some 
of them have established a lasting international reputation.

Literary festivals took a little longer to gain momentum mainly be-
cause of their clearly non-commercial nature. Maintaining festivals’ 
continuity over the years requires support from a broad range of 
public institutions and cultural services, and particularly from writ-
ers, critics, illustrators and translators.

But today the literary festival scene in Croatia is exceptionally lively 
and diverse. Here we present five of the most influential events that 
significantly enrich the cultural calendar of several Croatian cities 
at different times of the year and give Croatian audiences the op-
portunity to meet a broad range of international writers.

BOOK FAIR(Y) 
IN ISTRIA

WHEN: Late November/early December
WHERE: Pula

The first event of this kind to be successfully organised was ‘Book 
Fair(y) in Istria’ – Sa(n)jam knjige u Istri – which started off in 1995 
with a modest programme of book presentations and relaxed en-
counters with writers. Since 2003 it has had a special thematic fo-
cus each year. The festival has brought big names in European and 

OPENING UP TO 
WORLD LITERATURE: 
THE INTERNATIONAL 

CHARACTER OF 
CROATIAN LITERARY 

FESTIVALS

FEATURE
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world literature to Pula, such as Orhan Pamuk, Alberto Manguel, 
Claudio Magris, Ilya Stogov, Tess Gallagher, Philippe Claudel, and 
many others. Numerous writers from Croatia and the countries of 
ex-Yugoslavia (Slovenia, Bosnia-Herzegovina, Serbia, Montenegro 
and Macedonia) have also been guests in the twenty-one years of 
the festival’s existence. This openness and the desire to interlink 
literary venues in the region have made this event visible far be-
yond Croatia.
Book Fair(y) in Istria concentrates above all on the writers and their 
interaction with the festival audience. Morning, afternoon and eve-
ning events are held in pleasant settings, and the audience always 
has the opportunity to talk casually with the writer and to hear the 
unique, disarming confessions of literary greats.
The festival usually lasts ten days, so its literary guests (over fif-
ty each year: writers, poets, editors, publishers, critics, illustrators, 
designers and translators) are able to acclimatise and enjoy the 
new, festival environment. Selected domestic and foreign writers 
are invited to present their recently published books, but the festi-
val devotes great attention to the complete opus of the individual 
guests.

FESTIVAL OF 
THE EUROPEAN 

SHORT STORY 

WHEN: Late May/early June
WHERE: Zagreb and partner cities

The Festival of the European Short Story (Festival europske kratke 
priče/FEKP) was launched in 2002 and is one of the first festivals in 
Europe devoted to this literary form.
Up until today, over 150 writers from fifteen European countries 
have been guests at FEKP. The festival has been hosted in six Croa-
tian cities. Fifteen anthologies of European short stories have been 
published and presented at the festival, along with at least as many 
books of the festival’s guests. FEKP also holds seven translation 
workshops on modern European literatures, whose winners are 
awarded study internships in Poland, Italy, Ireland, Sweden and 
Spain in cooperation with international partners.
FEKP is an occasion to present other major European literary fes-
tivals, and FEKP itself served as a model for the writer Olga To-
karczuk to initiate a kindred event in Wrocław: the International 
Short Story Festival.
In cooperation with the city of Zadar, the festival has established a 
residency for writers, and every year one FEKP participant gets to 
stay in Zadar.
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LITLINK – A LINK 
IN THE LITERARY CHAIN 

WHEN: Late August/early September
WHERE: Pula, Rijeka and Zagreb

Unlike most Croatian festivals, LitLink not only aims to bring out the 
event character and enrich the cultural life of our cities but also to 
make a major contribution to the diffusion of Croatian literature in 
translation. The festival presents foreign and domestic writers, and 
in parallel it strives to promote the Croatian literary scene to for-
eign editors and publishers, who are its equally important guests.
Readings are held in three cities (Pula, Rijeka and Zagreb) and the 
audience has the opportunity to discover interesting writers not 
yet translated into Croatian, while a significant number of Croatian 
authors present their work to both the domestic audience and in-
terested foreign guests.
The LitLink festival aspires to achieve a two-way flow of news and 
information and have a lasting impact on the spread of Croatian 
literature abroad.

THE FESTIVAL OF 
WORLD LITERATURE

WHEN: September
WHERE: Zagreb

The Festival of World Literature, which has been held three times 
so far, shows how much Croatia stood in need of a literary event 
involving a gamut of conversations with writers from around the 
globe, who address serious topics and are eager to talk about prob-
lems of today’s world, as well as the past and the future. The festi-
val’s cleverly conceived programme includes musical and visual-art 
components.
World-famous writers such as Péter Nádas, Etgar Keret and Clem-
ens Meyer have figured at the festival to date.
In addition to the familiar round-table discussions and talks with 
literary stars from Europe and around the world, the festival intro-
duced two new programme elements in 2015 that have given it a 
full-blown multimedia character – not as a distraction but so as to 
vividly point out the importance of literature and the practice of 
reading. The ‘Muckraking’ discussion, round tables, ‘Writer Meets 
Reader’ sessions, exhibition of book-inspired visual art and incred-
ibly popular literary matinée for high school students have thus 
been joined by a comic-strip event in ‘Little Strip-Tease Night’ and 
a programme of film evenings with movies based on literary works.

FEATURE
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THE ZAGREB BOOK 
FESTIVAL

WHEN: May
WHERE: Zagreb

The Zagreb Book Festival is an annual event to promote reading 
and its power to enrich human experience. One guest country with 
its literature and culture is in focus each year.
Although the festival only began in 2015, it immediately attracted a 
wide audience in the capital, not least due to its very central venue: 
the Arts and Crafts Museum.
The goal of the festival – the promotion of reading and books – is 
achieved through visits by world-famous foreign and domestic 
writers, critics, translators and actors in a relaxed atmosphere, ac-
companied by film and musical events.
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TRANSLATION 
GRANTS IN 

CROATIA

RESIDENCIES 
IN CROATIA

The Croatian Ministry of Cul-
ture offers financial support 
for translations of Croatian 
literature into other languages. 
Applications are open all year 
round. 

FOR DETAILS OF THE APPLICATION 
PROCEDURE, THE APPLICATION 
FORM AND THE OTHER DOCUMENTS 
REQUIRED, PLEASE SEE:

http://croatian-literature.
hr/crolit/zzindex_kat.
php?menu_id=6

FOR MORE INFORMATION:
 
translation-grants@
min-kulture.hr

Along the Croatian coast, in 
cities and towns that blend a 
long history of Mediterranean 
culture with native Slavic hos-
pitality, there are four writers’ 
houses offering one-month res-
idencies for writers and trans-
lators from Croatia and abroad. 
Applications are welcome.

SPLIT

Marko Marulić Writer-in- 
Residence Programme 
www.kurs.hr/index.php/
hr/writers-in-residence

RIJEKA

Kamov Residency Programme
www.kamov-residency. 
org/en/home

PAZIN (ISTRIA)

Hiža od besid Writers’ 
Residence
kucazapisce.hr/en/
hiza-od-besid 

LIŽNJAN (ISTRIA)

Zvona i nari Writers’ Residence
www.zvonainari.hr/?q=node/7

USEFUL INFORMATION
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USEFUL WEBSITES 
WITH MORE CROATIAN 

LITERATURE IN ENGLISH

CROATIAN LITERATURE 
IN TRANSLATION

http://croatian-literature.hr 
(Croatian Ministry of 
Culture platform giving an 
overview of literary events, 
book fairs, prizes, etc.)

KRITIČNA MASA

www.kriticnamasa.com 
(a literary digest in English, 
German and Croatian)

CROATIAN IN TRANSLATION

www.croatianintranslation.com 
(a Zagreb-Seattle project 
presenting young Croatian 
writers in English)
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sibila petlevski – w
e had it so nice!

Sibila Petlevski has written the 
Taboo trilogy (The Time of Lies, 
2009; We Had it So Nice!, 2011; 
The Twilight State, 2013), which 
centres around the figure of 
Viktor Tausk, a lawyer, psychoan-
alyst and one of the first trained 
psychoanalysts – a distinctive 
personality who belonged to 
Sigmund Freud’s inner circle. 
Viktor Tausk was just forty when 
he took his own life, but his 
biography is rich enough to span 
the whole era and transcend it. 
What is equally fascinating is 
that Petlevski has succeeded in 

spanning those four decades and 
transcending the era. But Tausk’s 
biography is only the spiritus 
movens of the trilogy with its 
many in-depth studies, unique in 
Croatian literature, where people 
and events return from oblivion, 
but a compelling parallel is also 
drawn with us in the present.
Petlevski intended the novels to 
be read separately and clearly 
follows the approach of com-
bining several distinct literary 
genres and narrative strategies, 
with a clever variation of styles, 
to create a whole that addresses 

How we are still 
fighting the First 

World War:  
A deeply engaging 

historical novel 
through the life 

of Freud’s closest 
associate

critical review
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ideas we don’t like to confront 
today: that we are responsible 
for the era we live in; that a third 
world war is happening right 
now through the lack of personal 
responsibility, that lessons of 
the past have not been learned 
and so we repeat the mistakes, 
and that we are subject to 
manipulative strategies that 
blur consciousness and prevent 
us from recognising the most 
significant taboo of our day: 
‘indescribability’, as the author 
herself defines it – the power of 
the media to establish a hegem-
ony of profitable content and 
suffocate much that is of real 
value. Petlevski’s well-considered 
concept allows the novels to be 
read in a different order than 
they were published: you can 
begin with The Twilight State, for 
example, which is ‘transhumanist 
science-fiction’, documentary 
prose and a parable about evil; 
then move on to The Time of 
Lies, an intense spy story and 
military prose in today’s fashion 
of studying the Great War and 
its effects; and finish with We 
Had it So Nice!, which tells us 
Tausk’s life story but also the 
tale of the large family and 
broad circle of intellectuals he 
moved in, while at the same time 
being a largely political novel.
The title of the second book, 
We Had it So Nice!, sums up the 
verve of the fin de siècle and is 
also ironic not only about the 
destiny of the protagonist but 
also the times (and ours as well, 
because ‘we had it so nice’ can 
only be said from the perspective 
of the horror we know today – 
while it lasts, the present does 
not know what beauty is). In the 
best appraisal of the novel, the 
Belgrade critic and translator 
Vladimir Arsenić claimed it was 

written using the psychoanalytic 
technique of free association, 
with a chain of details enabling 
reconstruction not of the whole, 
but of its essence. This technique 
brings out the common fate of 
intellectuals and members of 
various minorities (ethnic and 
sexual), ultimately creating a 
holistic image of the age and ex-
tending to a large part of Europe. 
For Tausk lived not only in Vienna 
and Berlin, but also in cities of 
what was Yugoslavia: Sarajevo, 
Mostar, Zagreb and Belgrade.
What makes this novel particu-
larly fascinating is the certain 
domination of female characters, 
around which males more or 
less successfully build their lives. 
However much the author let 
the flow of the story guide her 
in the process of writing, she 
emphasises the importance of 
this aspect. We Had it So Nice! 
is a novel about strong wom-
en, because Tausk was only 
truly attracted to high-power, 
intellectually superior women 
– from his wife Martha Frisch, 
a social democrat and feminist, 
who has a square named after 
her in Graz, to the psychoanalyst 
Lou Salomé, celebrated actresses 
and intellectuals like the Vienna 
Burgtheater prima donna Lia 
Rosen and the journalist Lucy 
von Jacobi, and the pianist 
Hilde Loewe, whose pseudo-
nym Henry Love is linked to the 
melody of the film The Third Man, 
which we still whistle today.
It has been long since we have 
seen a research effort as huge as 
that which preceded the writing 
of the Taboo trilogy, and yet 
the material is used wisely and 
in moderation. The documents 
have not swallowed up the 
literature, and the researcher’s 
passion is subordinated to the 



31

sibila petlevski – w
e had it so nice!

passion of the belles-lettres. 
With her finely honed style, 
manoeuvring skilfully between 
genres and epochs, she has 
written an unforgettable book. 
We should bravely acknowledge 
that Sibila Petlevski has created 
an outstanding work, one of the 
best in modern Croatian litera-
ture, and of universal appeal. 

critical review
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The sharp, aromatic fragrance of tobacco always brought him to 
consciousness. It would bring him to a bearable reality, back from the 
torture chamber of moral uncertainty swirling through his brain in 
vivid colour at the close of the war, as if explosions flashed through 
maelstroms of dust before his eyes and clumps of earth were rain-
ing down on his head. No, he could not write about those things. He 
would tear up the piece of paper and try to write out warm, calm-
ing, conventional sentences. In the end, that was all he wanted to 
send to those he loved: only the tenderness he had once had but no 
longer found in himself; the warmth of an imagined embrace that 
his arms had long been unable to form naturally. He felt a terrible 
strain, as if something were physically preventing him from stating 
ordinary, familiar feelings. The irritation of the tobacco on the roof of 
his mouth and the smoke of Orient cigarettes in his nostrils was not a 
pleasure but true happiness, an anaesthetic with a brief, yet power-
ful impact, and the smoky effect extinguished, at least for a moment, 
Viktor’s feeling of isolation – a fundamental, desperate separation 
from everyone and everything, and most of all from those socially ac-
ceptable forms of himself that enabled him simply to stick his finger 
between the legs of any woman and know she was ready. That lack of 
effort, the ease with which he could predict how others would react 
to the shrewdly constructed stereotypes of his own identity, the fishy 
smell of a needlessly and pointlessly moistened vulva – that suddenly 
made his stomach turn.

Bosnia Cigarettes. Something Quite Special – was printed on the 
pack that Hilde Loewe, a pianist, took out of her handbag the first 
time she set foot in Viktor’s Vienna practice. She had taken along that 
ugly blue pack of cigarettes produced in Berlin before the war as a 
kind of ticket of admission into a world she found exotic. According 
to the stories of those who had recommended him to her, Tausk was 
a representative of something ‘completely different’.

‘He’s just returned from the front,’ commented Raoul Aslan, an actor, 
adding with a serious expression, ‘via Belgrade.’

Raoul had stirring, maybe even overly expressive eyes and a strong, 
Greek profile about which he himself joked that the contours of his 
face were not those of a classical hero. Rather, his nose was shaped 

Sibila Petlevski: 
We Had it So Nice!

fraktura publishing house, 2011

excerpt
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for the tragic roles in the new age. This Armenian, born in Salonika, 
proud of his employ at the Deutsches Volkstheater, was also an actor 
offstage. He raised one thick, black eyebrow, tilted his head to one 
side and brought his lips so close to Hilde’s face that the fine, almost 
invisible fuzz on her ear stood on end. He whispered:

‘But the bit about Belgrade, that’s a different story.’
He put the stress on different as he was thinking of the circum-

stances that had kept Viktor in Belgrade for almost two whole years, 
and about which Vienna’s artistic circles had been buzzing in cof-
fee-house gossip sessions. Viktor had been in Serbia from December 
1916, when he was transferred from the Lublin garrison, up until 18 
November 1918, when he returned to Vienna. He had left Belgrade a 
day before Serbian and French troops marched in to liberate it. The 
reason was not, as one might easily assume, a fear of the ‘enemy’, but 
a fear of routine. Viktor had made himself completely at home in the 
Belgrade milieu; he had a lover, a buxom widow with whom he lived 
in a villa she had inherited, and he had no need of hiding the affair. 
He was accepted as a person and valued as a physician and psycho-
analyst. He was offered a position at the university; he could have 
become the head of the clinic. But he was seized by a need for change, 
for turning a blank, new page in the notebook of his inner life, as had 
happened many times before. It would have been too simple to say 
he had run away from his responsibilities, because after the wartime 
horrors he had experienced his strongest desire in life was the longing 
for emptiness.

When she strode into Viktor’s practice on Raoul’s recommendation, 
Hilde did not come as a patient.

‘She didn’t have a problem –,’ Viktor would say later, recalling their 
first meeting, ‘she was looking for one.’

She wanted to extract some topic from within herself for an intel-
lectual conversation. Psychoanalysis interested her and she thought 
she needed that form of spiritual exercise just as much, if not more 
so, than the physical exercise she did in the early morning hours so 
she could later be in control and need no rest when she passionate-
ly pursued her various hobbies: horse riding, tennis, swimming and 
skiing. Her shoulders were a little too broad for a woman. A swim-
mer’s shoulders – Viktor concluded – and a long swan’s neck on them. 
Orange lipstick on her lips accentuated the pale complexion of her 
skin and made her almost unreal: as if she were entirely a black and 
white graphic, except for the powerful mark of femininity on her fine 
lips. Sensual and childlike, they seemed too small on a face with such 
strong, resolute jaws. Her large, dark eyes watched attentively, but it 
seemed to Viktor that they looked through him, to somewhere in the 
void. She took out a pack of Bosnia cigarettes, smiled and said:

‘Ordinarily I don’t smoke.’
‘I prefer Orient,’ said Viktor.
‘Well, aren’t they all alike when it gets down to it?’ Hilde, said, stop-

ping him without a hint of embarrassment.
‘Almost,’ he answered and added, looking her straight in the eye, 

‘but not quite.’
Something about this woman disturbed him deeply. But again, 
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even the first time he looked at her – at her supple, athletic body, 
seemingly covered up but really more accentuated by the simple 
cut of her dark clothes – Viktor couldn’t escape the impression that 
what caused such irritation in him was at the same time the impul-
sive cause of purely physical arousal. The desire that suddenly flood-
ed through him could only lead in a single, predictable direction, and 
he was completely aware of it, from the very beginning. There was 
no desk between them. They were sitting on uncomfortable wood-
en chairs facing one another. Between Viktor’s legs, which he spread 
slightly, just enough for her to notice, there throbbed an animal need, 
which rose in warm waves up his spinal cord and returned down the 
same path, at ever shorter intervals.

‘Doctor, I wanted to ask you a question: when someone gets carried 
away listening to music, is that in and of itself a guarantee that the 
composer’s message in the score has reached that person? Because I 
don’t think it is. Rather, it’s the complete opposite.’

Viktor reached out and put his hands around her waist, but she re-
mained in the same position as if nothing had happened and tried to 
continue speaking in the same tone, as if that were now her strategy 
to take their relationship back to its starting point:

‘... I personally think that the listener is so preoccupied with his own 
emotions, which the melody has aroused, that hardly anything else 
can reach him. Sometimes it seems to me that music hampers its very 
self. What do you say? Is that thought too heretical?’

It would be heretical to seduce a patient, Viktor thought, but Hilde 
wasn’t a patient. Suddenly it seemed to him that those two dark eyes 
of hers that looked through him, that pair of black berries on proud 
evergreen under the hoarfrost of eternal winter, were indubitable sig-
nals of harsh Nature beckoning him to give himself over to the void 
and, aided by a random female body that might have a completely dif-
ferent form of longing, to cross the last line he had drawn to separate 
himself from worthlessness. That borderline was at the same time 
the limit of self-respect, the last line of defence of Viktor’s war-wea-
ry ego that suffered from alternating attacks of guilt and an infinite 
lack of concern for everything and everyone. That spiritual care of his, 
that strange altruism, his habit of offering and giving things to people, 
threatened to grow instantaneously into a murderous impulse, a need 
to hit out as hard as he could at people’s frozen souls, to smash them 
with an ice pick. And it could be that the call to consciousness came 
too late – postmortem – like a convulsion or the grimace of a corpse, 
which might have led him to wonder, had he not been a physician: Is 
it death or awareness that hurts?’

He felt Hilde freeze up under his hands, but that drove him to 
squeeze her tighter. The next moment he had already lifted her up 
and forced her to sit on his knees, and he thrust his tongue between 
her thin, hot lips that beneath the waxen layer of lipstick concealed 
a mild taste of castor oil, an essential ingredient of women’s makeup 
that Viktor always thought he could taste somehow, even when it 
wasn’t there, in which case it was purely a figment of his imagination, 
a memory from his childhood:

‘Just keep it up: if you’re not good you’ll get a spoonful of castor oil,’ 

excerpt
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his mother would promise sarcastically.
What did it even mean to ‘be good’? When the world today could 

incite anyone to stick to any moral habits to be a part of some hypo-
critical Yes but..., of some petty bourgeois affectation of monkeys that 
every few years smash their skulls, naked with hate, only to return 
from the manly herd to their homes, their wives, to don suits and 
take them out to some elegant provincial soirée to dance a palace 
dance more elegant than folk dances and the quadrille. Instead of pa-
rade horses, their dressed-up fiancées and wives: they traded socially 
fixed, pretty dance positions, but everyone understood that society 
envisioned only one position for these pious, provincial women. It 
was never spoken aloud, of course, and it was unseen and hidden in 
petty bourgeois bedrooms decorated in the recently outmoded fash-
ions of the great metropolises: the mare’s mounting position. Viktor 
had the impression that wherever he went he carried the provinces 
in which he had spent some of his childhood, like a bundle on a stick. 
In those places everything stayed the same for a few centuries at a 
time: things were different in Croatia, the music was different and 
the high society there kept to itself and danced the same hypocriti-
cal quadrille over and over again to every rhythm and melody. They 
were not deaf. They had an ear for music, but they stuck to tradition 
because their forefathers had danced, fucked and died like that, ‘the 
way we do things’, but really at the behest of others, in silly, outdated 
uniforms, in the eternal parade of foreign powers and their influence. 
And the Bosnia of his youth? Had it ever learned to dance to the Aus-
tro-Hungarian tune, or did it like the Turks better?

‘Let me have one of those Bosnia cigarettes, since you were so po-
lite as to bring them,’ Viktor said and offered Hilde an opportunity to 
retreat.

He took his hands off her body – one could say he was suddenly 
fatigued – and only then did she feel strange: released from Viktor’s 
embrace, she was sitting without support; half her bottom was on his 
knees, and she might fall off at any moment. There was something sil-
ly and foolish in that, as when a very large dog, until recently a puppy, 
climbs onto its master’s lap. She got up unsteadily and grabbed the 
blue pack on the table – her admission ticket to a world she imagined 
to be something Quite Special. She pulled a cigarette halfway out and 
proffered it just as she had half an hour before.

Viktor took a first drag and blew the smoke into Hilde’s face. If she 
thought he was not going to go through with his intention, she was 
mistaken. The desire that had started out as an impulse had turned 
into a premeditated plan. She would not be able to escape its execu-
tion. He wanted to take her out to the execution site and condemn 
her to himself, because he considered himself deadly. It was not going 
to be a matter of him pulling out his swollen member with its purple 
vein and show it like a weapon to that young woman who was twenty 
years his junior and literally stick its barrel down her throat. No, he 
did not want to threaten her; he did not intend to rape her, humiliate 
her or cause her pain. He wanted to be the mediator of Justice, which 
came from above. He wanted her – who behaved flightily, as if the 
whole world had not gone to hell – to also be aware of the conse-
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quences of her curiosity. He wanted to condemn her to himself so 
she would not escape her brutal kismet, seeing as she had come to 
him to get a taste of something completely different. He wanted her to 
realise what her part was and the manner in which every day, every 
damned hour and minute, she was taking part in the general fate of 
the world; he wanted to communicate to her with his body that if the 
world was falling to ruin she could not pass unscathed. But as he was 
still trying to get a clear grip on his motives, suddenly that ‘mission’ to 
Hilde also seemed to be a wretched, superfluous change of argument. 
What point was there in using a veil of metaphysical reasons to cover 
up a simple fact – the need without further ado to have his way with 
a girl full of false self-confidence? The problem lay in the fact that he 
no longer valued himself. Condemning someone to himself did not 
mean much to Viktor: in his manner of fatal seduction, which he had 
practised over time to perfection, there was more irony than tragedy; 
it boiled down to a mere offer to someone to share defeat with him.

He held the smoke in his mouth, pulled Hilde close and literally blew 
it into her lungs. His tongue began violently exploring her straight, 
white teeth down to her gums and beyond them, which, Hilde would 
later admit, was for some reason more shocking to her that some oth-
er things they did, which, objectively speaking, could have provoked 
greater revulsion. When he lifted her onto the desk and thrust himself 
into her while standing, she cried out in a way he had not heard for 
quite some time and did not expect just then. She gave the impres-
sion of an experienced woman who did not believe in the traditional 
division of male-female roles and who was maybe even inclined to be 
the dominant one in a relationship, but Viktor had been mistaken in 
his psychological assessment of Hilde. He should have paid attention 
to the great effort she made to give the impression of an intellectually 
cultivated, independent and emotionally fearless woman and it was 
this that should have made him doubt the authenticity of the role she 
was playing before him. He withdrew – literally: in a physical sense he 
no longer wanted to continue, and rationally it made no sense either. 
After checking once more with his hand, with the routine attentive-
ness that any physician would have shown, he determined that her 
hymen had been perforated. Her thighs were trembling, cold with fear 
and the new sensation. And Viktor did not know whom to pity more: 
himself, who had fallen into the trap of the taboo of virginity, or her, 
the brave virgin of a new era who had accompanied her ‘loss’ with 
the same cry of surprise and the same earnest pathos that had been 
passed down among women from generation to generation. He was 
then forty-three years old; Hilde was twenty-four. He looked at her 
attentively: her dark, opaque eyes that were really looking directly at 
him for the first time, streaming with tears of reproach. Viktor could 
not figure out at all how such an attractive girl had kept her virgini-
ty for so long. Maybe she had subordinated her life to music; maybe 
her only reality was an intellectual fiction in the interstices between 
strenuous sessions of piano practice. Maybe she had come to seduce 
him with premeditation just as ancient and banal as his feigned edu-
cational intention that concealed an unbridled physical hunger. Once 
again cruel nature tricked the beasts and they set about mating, and 
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each beast had an intelligent reason to cover up the horror of the trap it 
had fallen into, Viktor wrote. He was sorry: not because of the act it-
self, but because he did not like the way they had done it. He thought 
they both deserved better. ‘Now I should tell you that you should 
have told me, but it doesn’t matter anymore. Give me another chance 
and I’ll try to make it so you’re not sorry, because I am sorry, I really am, 
and I’ll be even more sorry if you don’t give me the chance. I only want 
a chance to prove to you that you don’t have to be sorry and that it’s 
good that it happened because it needed to happen, maybe not like 
it did, but it still needed to happen. I have no doubt about that. No 
doubt at all. And if you relax now, I’ll take care of the rest. You don’t 
even need to say what you want. It’s enough for you to relax.’

He carried Hilde over to a threadbare sofa he kept for psychoa-
nalysis in his Vienna office, which he called ‘new’ even though it was 
chock-full of old junk and things he had borrowed. He had renovated 
the practice in November 1918, only a few months before the incident 
with Hilde. Privately, Viktor considered what had happened between 
them to be an incident, because until then it would have been incon-
ceivable for him to flout the custom that imposed a distance between 
a therapist and his patients, especially ones of the opposite sex. She 
did not come as a patient – yes, that was what he tried to tell himself 
as he carried her from the desk over to the sofa, but he had the im-
pression that he had violated the sacredness of the room and that 
this in and of itself was enough to summon an incurable unease, that 
terrible feeling of guilt he could barely wrest himself from in those 
post-war days, or at any other time. It had been lunging at him from 
behind for months, sometimes completely out of the blue, rarely for 
any reason as clear as the one on that day with Hilde. He spread her 
dark labia with his fingers and licked a trail of virgin blood over her 
mons Veneris all the way to her belly button. There was something 
unbelievably harmonious in the folds her unspent femininity, in that 
only seemingly creased perfection that was equal to the beauty of a 
rose – something so harmonious that he thought about bringing her 
a mirror so she could see it herself, and witness it. But first he had to 
deal with the taste of violence that he had already partially rinsed 
with saliva; to wait a little for the juices of welcome and to force the 
girl to feel herself a woman for the first time.

Viktor had been bitten by a dog only once in his life, and he remem-
bered that now, with his head between Hilde’s thighs. It was a little 
dog. Viktor could not work out why it actually happened. Someone 
before him had probably irritated the animal, so it was just waiting 
for someone to vent its rage on. He loved animals. He knew how to 
handle them and was proud of it. He kept to a simple rule: the animal 
must not be allowed to smell fear, but it must also not sense a threat. 
First he would hold out an open hand as a sign that he was not hiding 
anything dangerous. And the dog would move its snout closer; when 
it smelled his scent, and if it licked him, that meant it accepted him, 
and he could pet it and run his fingers through its fur. Not even that 
time, when those tiny, sharp teeth drew his blood, did he want to pull 
back.

‘Look what you’ve done! Look!’ Viktor repeated with reproach but 
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without raising his voice.
It was a nervous little dog with short legs that some lady had left 

chained to a light pole in Preradović Street in Varaždin. At that time 
Viktor was a pupil in his last year at the Varaždin lyceum. He had 
transferred from Sarajevo after being expelled from school there as 
the main instigator of a student rebellion against religious instruction. 
Already at that time it seemed nothing was going right in his young 
life.

‘Look what you’ve done. C’mon, look at what you did!’ Viktor scolded 
the little dog and again offered him the same hand, which was drip-
ping with blood.

The dog gave in and started obediently licking the place it had pre-
viously bit until it had completely cleaned and dried up the wound.

With his face between Hilde’s thighs, Viktor laughed softly, and she 
gave a few quiet sighs.

‘I’ll bring you a mirror,’ he said. ‘It’s a pity for you not to see it.’
The very fact that she found no reason to refuse to look at the re-

flection of her pleasure truly turned him on. Much more than the mere 
sight of her body, supple and taught, used to daily gymnastics, but 
so awkward in lovemaking and scandalously innocent like a calf on a 
pasture, like any other young flesh into which he could press his own 
flesh, quickly and without enthusiasm.

Hilde nevertheless managed to gather courage – she had the capacity 
for happiness, Viktor would write later, and it was that spontaneous 
quality, lacking in him, that he admired the most. He was charmed by 
people who, unlike him, had an inner reserve of happiness and were 
not forced to question themselves again and again, to seek pleasures 
outside themselves and leave only a residue of bitterness inside. Vik-
tor was courageous in everything except the search for personal hap-
piness. He marvelled at how people could look at their image in the 
mirror and develop their feelings based on that ‘recognition’: he won-
dered how they could so unreservedly tie their emotions to the stupid 
reflection of their faces. Knowing himself well did not mean that he 
automatically had to love himself too. He wished to take Hilde’s ca-
pacity for happiness to its limits, to push her boundaries as far as they 
would go, and even further: over the edge. He was overcome with a 
powerful rush of physical arousal, and he knew from experience that 
he would not be able to free himself from it for some time to come:

‘And now we’re finally going to make love,’ he said, aware that he 
would awaken in her (as he did in most of the other women with 
whom he had affairs) a passionate and painful dependence on him 
as a source of pleasure. And that – he thought bitterly – was based 
only on the naked physiological fact of his own indefinitely postponed 
pleasure, a fact that was his greatest advantage during the act of sex, 
but also a personal curse in which he saw a symbol of the spirit of 
Denial, which had followed him his whole life long. Forcing her to beg 
him to stay inside her as long as he could, until he was exhausted, 
until the muscles of her thighs, which were spattered with pink spots 
of unwiped virgin blood, began to quiver uncontrollably – that was 
easier than coming. But again, Viktor felt quite unexpectedly, the nar-
row opening of her tender innocence was maybe a way out for all his 
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accumulated problems. Maybe it was not too late to surrender him-
self. The seed of that surrender was a sentence for both of them. She 
would be the captive of his fruit, and he would be the captive of a look 
that went past him: a captive of a pair of black berries on proud ever-
green under the hoarfrost of eternal winter, of her opaque, dark eyes 

– cruel signals of nature that was calling him to surrender to the void.
 

***
 
‘The marriage to Miss Loewe was an opportunity for Doctor Tausk 

to prove he was not a deserter from love,’ would be the remark of a 
patient that Paul Federn inherited from Viktor after his suicide. It was 
an open secret in Vienna’s intellectual circles that Hilde Loewe, a pia-
nist whose career had suddenly taken off, had gotten pregnant by her 
physician and that he, after picking up a wedding suit from his tailor, 
shot himself with his officer’s pistol and simultaneously hanged him-
self with a curtain cord (just in case) at dawn on the 3rd July 1919. In 
those days one did not need to know either Viktor or Hilde to mention 
them, in passing as it were, as a subject of gossip.

The patient, whose initials were FL and who was also mentioned 
in Viktor’s files as happy Franz, was an interesting man of pleasant 
appearance, an amateur poet who came to Federn’s psychoanalyt-
ic office and said he had been a comrade of Viktor’s at the front, a 
good friend in fact, and that Viktor’s death had shaken him so badly 
and awoken such unpleasant wartime memories in him that he felt a 
need to speak about it all with someone else who had known Viktor. 
He told Federn that he had been Tausk’s patient at the military hos-
pital in Lublin after the trauma of an artillery explosion and a brief 
loss of memory; his therapy was successful and the two of them had 
grown close ‘on account of their natural intellectual affinity discov-
ered through long conversations about life and the world’.

‘Unfortunately Viktor died before I managed to visit him in his new 
office,’ Franz said, and it seemed to Federn that principles of morality 
and collegiality bound him to accept Tausk’s friend and let him come 
for therapy sessions.

Federn thought about the real reasons for Tausk’s suicide. It seemed 
to him that his act really was connected to a desertion from love, but 
he did not want to limit it to the simple possibilities of interpretation 
offered by the sentimental entanglements of man and woman. He 
thought it was more likely a matter of a betrayal of the emotional 
relationship between teacher and student, of an abrupt and radical 
desertion from Freud’s psychoanalytical ‘unit’, more deeply rooted 
than the departures of some of Freud’s other students, his colleagues, 
who – like Viktor – once they were deprived of the grace of the Great 
Father, had no alternative but to save themselves by escaping from 
Freud’s shadow. In the bonds of the love of mutual psychoanalytical 
séances, Freud had to consent to analyse Tausk, perhaps not so much 
for objective reasons – Viktor’s depression and wartime trauma – as 
on account of a natural right based on the hierarchy in the psycho-
analytical movement. For Tausk had nevertheless been in the highest 
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circle of ‘officers’ of the psychoanalytical order from the very begin-
ning! When Ludwig Jekels asked Freud why he had not taken Viktor for 
analysis, he answered:

‘No way; he might kill me!’
But even being rejected like that – so Federn thought – Tausk 

found a way to take his revenge: suicide was a radical form of deser-
tion from love. By killing himself, Viktor could finally kill the Freud in 
him, amputate the Great Father, and excise him from himself cleanly, 
as if with a scalpel, without pity or reproach.

Martha Frisch, Tausk’s former wife, burned all of his remaining pa-
pers according to his express wishes, and so Federn was left without 
the key to understanding the case of FL, whom he had inherited from 
his dead colleague. Happy Franz presented himself to Federn in a light 
completely different to the one in which Viktor had seen him, but that 
is not the object of our investigation now.

We would rather return to Viktor’s Vienna office, a few minutes af-
ter coitus with Hilde. The leisurely exhaled smoke from another pre-
war Bosnia cigarette, which Hilde thought looked like a horse’s muzzle, 
now wrapped Viktor in a haze of memory, and he felt the need to be 
alone.

‘Does it bother you when I’m quiet?’ he asked and smiled dryly.
‘Not at all,’ she answered politely. ‘I’ll be dressed in a second and be 

off.’
He was overcome with melancholy, and in it there flashed an im-

age of a row of barren trees along a railway track in late autumn, and 
then a station building with a large, protruding signboard. Dervent 
was written on it in Cyrillic letters. That two-storey building with its 
red roof always increased the feeling of senselessness in him, as did 
the screech of a braking freight train and a high fence along which 
Gypsy children were sitting. In 1905, after a year of service as a junior 
clerk, he had been authorised by the royal court to act as legal counsel, 
a crucial stallum agendi that was to provide his family with security. 
He was the father of two small boys and his marriage to Martha had 
already fallen into crisis. He was twenty-six years old at that time, and 
it suddenly became crystal clear to him that he did not want to earn 
money through the misfortunes of others. He did not believe in jus-
tice. Interpreting the law was for him like telling a tale with rules in it. 
But that was still telling tales, like any others. Much of it depended on 
the persuasiveness with which he himself – enamoured in the tale of 
justice – would present fiction as truth. He was carried away by it at 
the outset of his legal career; he had to be carried away by something, 
since he had not received permission from his father to study medi-
cine. The connection between the profession that had been forced on 
him and the one he had always been drawn to existed somewhere in 
the sphere of philanthropy.

Only later would Viktor realise that the sphere he liked so much was 
in fact an eternal no-man’s land between warring ideologies, barren 
ground sown with the gloomy totems of empty ideals.

‘All I want to do is help people. That’s the job for me,’ he declared in 
the university library in Vienna where he met Martha, his future wife. 
She looked at him with a mixture of adoration and a continual need 
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for intellectual competition:
‘That’s not a job, it’s a world-view. Believe it or not, you’re an incor-

rigible humanist,’ she said.
A lock of her disobedient blond hair that had been wound into a 

slipshod bun, which hairpins would fall out every so often, was in her 
eye again. She blinked rather than move it. It took Viktor a full month 
spent with her, mostly studying together and discussing various po-
litical and social topics, to reach out and move the disobedient lock of 
hair out of her eye. His fingertips touched her tender, pale skin, which 
was sprinkled with almost invisible freckles, and tarried there a few 
moments longer than the occasion required. He caressed her cheek 
with two fingers, as if lightly scratching something on it, and imme-
diately withdrew his hand. She smiled gently. Martha was about to 
graduate from a higher school of commerce.

 
Translated by Stephen M. Dickey
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fraktura publishing house
was established in 2002 by 
Seid and Sibila Serdarević and 
has grown to become one of 
the main publishers of domes-
tic and foreign literature in 
Croatia. Its authors include Daša 
Drndić, Miljenko Jergović and 
Igor Štiks. Fraktura was award-
ed the Bookseller International 
Adult Trade Publisher Award at 
the London Book Fair in 2015 
for its “unique combination of 
quality publishing, innovation, 
digital marketing and effective 
promotion of both Croatian 
and international writers”.

‘We are honoured to have Sibila 
Petlevski, one of the most prized 
writers of our time. No amount of 
praise can exaggerate the signifi-
cance of this trilogy – these are 
works that everyone simply must 
read.’ 

— čitajme.com

‘We should bravely acknowledge 
that Sibila Petlevski has creat-
ed an outstanding work, one of 
the best in modern Croatian lit-
erature, and of universal appeal. 
With her finely honed style, ma-
noeuvring skilfully between gen-
res and epochs, she has written 
an unforgettable book.’ 

— relations magazine
 
‘There can be no doubt as to the 
writer’s intention: the individual 
fate of Viktor Tausk and the des-
tinies of people close to him are 
a prism through which we can 
read the signs that marked and 
determined the lives of people 
throughout the twentieth cen-
tury, principally in Central Europe 
but also much further afield.’ 

— the bridge magazine
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What British literature gained from 
Irvine Welsh’s novel Trainspot-
ting , Croatian literature has finally 
acquired with the emergence of 
Kristian Novak. Dark Mother Earth 
is Novak’s second novel, but one 
that generated an unprecedented 
number of media reviews, won the 
prestigious Tportal Novel of the Year 
award in 2014, and what is perhaps 
most unusual in a country with a 
chronic dearth of readers: it captured 
an unimaginably large audience 
and made library waiting lists grow 
exponentially.
Novak has given us the character 
Matija Dolenčec, a thirty-year-old 

urban writer suffering from amnesia 
and a writer’s block, a naive but also 
traumatised boy from the county of 
Međimurje near the Hungarian bor-
der. He has no trouble finding words 
when he returns to the dialect of his 
native village and its words that em-
body both humour and tragedy. This 
stylised Kajkavian dialect is the key 
to this intricate, first-class novel be-
cause Matija’s return to the language 
of his childhood means a recreation 
of his adult self. Intellectually it is 
easy to grasp Novak’s aspiration to 
deal with the question of memory 
and forgetting – the extent to which 
they can be both constructive and 

Finding oneself in the lost 
language of childhood:  

A moving journey between 
forgetting and remembering, 
underpinned by a crime story

critical review
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destructive – and thus to fit his own 
existence into the Wittgensteinian 
boundaries of language. But cere-
brality is not Novak’s only aim. The 
materiality and earthy emotion of the 
dialect provide the basis for this nov-
el, and they grip the reader more than 
the underlying detective plot does. 
The title of the novel in Croatian is 
phrased in dialect and constitutes a 
curse, and the performative power of 
the idiom really packs a punch.
While the first part of the novel 
relates the tragic end of the relation-
ship between the adult Matija and his 
girlfriend Dina, and all because of her 
suspicion that he is constantly lying 
and making things up, the second 
part takes us away to a magical 
Međimurje of legend and imagina-
tion. Shipwrecked by love, Novak’s 
hero ultimately faces up to the reason 
for his failure in writing and the 
relationship as well: memory gaps 
caused by a childhood trauma, which 
he fills in with fabricated stories and 
in the process eats away at the very 
person he needs in order to write and 
love. Although the second part of the 
novel is full of legends of Međimurje 
and mythical beings that inhabit a 
parallel dream-world beside the cold, 
eddying Mura river – often visible 
to Matija alone – Novak’s portrayal 
of rural Croatia is far from roman-
ticised. We encounter portraits of 
narrow-minded, boorish peasants 
insensitive to the emotional ordeals 
of young Matija, who did not react 
to the death of his father as village 
norms prescribed. It is also conspic-
uous that Novak sets the childhood 
plot in the year 1991, the beginning 
of the war in Slovenia and Croatia, 
which the village does not respond to 
in any coherent way and continues to 
live in its own egocentric bubble.
At the very beginning of the novel 
Novak almost insinuates a detective 

story. The terse, documentary style 
presents an unusual series of eight 
suicides that occurred in the village 
and were never fully illuminated. 
When Matija starts dealing with 
his trauma, we find out that his 
childhood ego is convinced of its 
supernatural abilities to harm anyone 
who annoys him and to drive them 
to suicide. This is childhood paranoia, 
of course, but a truth that Hercule 
Poirot would be satisfied with is not 
the truth that rivets Novak’s reader to 
the book. Quite the contrary, it is a 
deep emotive stake and an empathy 
we have for the boy; we passionately 
follow his steps and encourage him 
to discover the secret before the end 
of the book, a secret deeper than a 
detective’s: that he can remember 
himself and is able to love and write.
There are eminently poignant scenes 
where the boy Matija takes literally 
the metaphors used to explain the 
death of his father. ‘Your father has 
gone away, but he can still see you’, or 
perhaps he ended up on the bottom 
of the Mura river according to a 
Međimurje legend. Novak’s child-
hood dialect does not distinguish 
between the signified and the signi-
fier. When the longing for his father 
becomes too much for him, he roams 
the hills to try and find the highest 
point, or he pushes his friend into 
the river in the hope of exchanging 
the boy’s life for his father’s. It would 
be wrong to see the dialect merely 
as an ethnographic quirk that baffles 
most Croatian readers. Despite 
the inaccessibility of the idiomatic 
dialogues, this is a novel that unites 
us with its universal humanity and a 
striving everyone understands: the 
search for love and to be united with 
our past and future reflections.
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foreword

In one of the Međimurje villages on the south bank of the Mura, eight sui-
cides were registered between mid-May and late June of 1991. According to of-
ficial records and reports from the investigations conducted by the Međimurje 
Police Administration, there was no hint of a link between these eight cases of 
suicide. In Međimurje, with its population of 119,966 according to the 1991 cen-
sus, there were twenty-one suicides in all, that year, one of the lowest regional 
rates recorded anywhere in Croatia. Also, the six-month death rate in that mu-
nicipality, which at the time numbered 2,500 residents, was not at significant 
variance with earlier or later periods, so this series of suicides did not attract 
the attention of the national and local media to any significant degree. After all, 
the public was completely absorbed at the time by the events surrounding the 
disintegration of Yugoslavia. The sporadic incidents and mounting tensions 
were pointing the way to future clashes that would be of far greater proportions, 
so something happening on the very periphery could hardly have had much 
draw for the media. This case was also left without public awareness because 
the people living in the villages, although fearful (later statements from local 
people suggest phenomena bordering on collective paranoia), were reluctant 
to disseminate information about the inexplicable events.

Of the total of eight suicide victims, five of them were adult males between 
the ages of 24 and 54 (Marijo Brezovec, 1967-91; Zdravko Tenodi, 1957-91; 
Mladen Krajčić, 1949-91, Imbro Perčić, 1939-91; Zvonko Horvat, 1937-91), two 
women, one aged 83 (Terezija Kunčec, 1908-91) and one aged 29 (Milica Hor-
vat, 1962-91) and a boy who was not quite ten (Franjo Klanc, 1981-91). Six of 
the suicides were by hanging, one by drowning, and one by slitting the wrists. 
Only one farewell note was found, from Zvonko Horvat, which suggested the 
terminal phase of a serious illness as the possible motive for the suicide. The 
other suicides remain unexplained because not one of the victims had a history 
of psychopathological symptoms.

In July 2010 this case became the central focus of a research project. Dr Tena 
Miholjek-Lažanin from the Anthropological Research Institute in Zagreb and 
Dr Dubravka Perković from the Sociology Department of the Faculty of Phi-
losophy in Zagreb began collecting material at the time for an investigation of 
the case as part of an international research project. The principal goal of this 
project being conducted by more than twenty institutions in twelve Europe-
an countries is to describe collective aspects of the mechanisms of memory 
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and the way we explain social and natural phenomena. Miholjek-Lažanin and 
Perković investigated how the people living in the villages had, at the pub-
lic-communication level, created meaningful explanations for these inexplica-
ble occurrences. The event was well suited to this sort of research because it 
had had a significant impact on each member of the community and had not 
undergone significant re-contextualisation through the public media which 
might ultimately have had a noticeable impact on the formation of explanatory 
patterns. And furthermore, this is a community which was, at the time of this 
exceptional event, as the researchers note, “isolated to a remarkable degree”.

By May 2011, 108 village residents were interviewed from three distinct gen-
erations: 37 third- and fourth-graders, 28 high-school seniors, and 43 persons 
between the ages of 27 and 35 at the time of the event. Only five of the subjects 
stated that the exceptional event had no impact on them, while seventy-two 
reported a significant degree of anxiety arising in their closest circle as a result 
of the suicides. Thirteen of the subjects mentioned a “shared fear” or “collective 
paranoia” that appeared in the village, and fifty-eight spoke of the “confusion” 
and “odd behaviour” of many people in the village, especially after the fourth 
and fifth suicide.

Additional fear was provoked by the fact that no one had a clear sense of 
when the suicides would stop. One subject said:

It seemed to me we were all afflicted with it, but nobody had any idea who 
was taken with the illness, something would just snap inside and then they’d 
end it all. When just one man kills himself, that’s his affliction. When four or 
five of them do themselves in, then it’s a disease of the whole village.

As many as thirty-five of the subjects referred to a similar model of an infec-
tious disease that causes the mind to unhinge. A further twenty-nine subjects 
described similar impressions using metaphors.

Research showed that most of the subjects spoke of up to seven different 
possible explanations that were circulating at the time in the community. Most 
of the subjects, alongside apparently rational, most often psychological, social 
and physiological reasons, offered explanations for the suicides that included 
elements of the supernatural. The subjects generally distanced themselves 
from these, ascribing such beliefs to the elderly members of the village. In the 
subjects’ narratives the following explanations arose which might potentially 
be termed rational:
1.
As many as eighty-four subjects said that sporadic acute melancholy and 

depression were characteristic of people living in upper Međimurje. Based on 
what the subjects said, this could be attributed to two things. First of all, it was 
believed that depression and suicidal behaviour happen more frequently in ar-
eas between two rivers where there is extensive underground water and during 
periods of heavy rain or drought this can have a serious impact on mood 
swings in the population. However world research into the epidemiology of 
suicide has found no confirmation to date for this premise. The other possible 
cause raised by the subjects was the frequent fog that rises off the Mura river al-
most every morning in autumn and spring, lingering during inclement weather 
in the village into midday and sometimes even into the afternoon. For some 
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village residents this can bring on visible behavioural changes.
2.
The suicide victims had succumbed to a depression that came about when 

workers were laid off from Slovenian businesses. According to this model, the 
residents of the village feared further unemployment and the problems asso-
ciated with it. It was recorded at the time that 176 village residents had been 
employed in one Slovenian business or another, and three months before the 
series of suicides some twenty of them had been sacked. Only one of the vic-
tims had been employed by a Slovenian company, however, and no one knew 
whether that person was facing the likelihood of being fired. A larger wave of 
lay-offs of Croatian employees from Slovenian businesses came only in 1993, 
but there was a possibility that the fear had already been sparked by the spectre 
of unemployment and the worsening material situation in the village, where 
the residents were still largely reliant on one another.

There were also three explanatory models with pronounced supernatural 
elements.
1.
The suicides were the work of fiends believed by the older members of the 

community to dwell in the wooded hills above the village. This is a legend 
about the undead bodies of local people killed by the villagers in an ancient 
mythical confrontation. The creatures were condemned to languish in the 
woods until the end of time, and in return they cursed the village. Seven of the 
subjects said that the same explanation had been given for every major prob-
lem to beset the village, such as livestock plagues, a 1970s outbreak of downy 
mildew on the grape vines, and the great floods of 1962, 1983, and 1985.
2.
Only Marijo Brezovec, the first victim, had a ‘worldly’ reason for suicide 

(nine subjects mentioned an unhappy love for a married woman as a possi-
ble motive), while the other suicides were caused by a spell he later cast from 
the realm of the dead. There was a belief in the village that when someone 
takes their life they are relegated to a special quadrant of hell from where they 
are able to curse the living into following them. So older villagers warned that 
there would be no end to it until the whole village was killed, the only remedy 
being the burial of the suicide victims, as dictated by the old customs, outside 
the graveyard or at a crossroads where country roads intersected. All eight vic-
tims were buried at the graveyard but with no funeral rites, as per the dictates 
of the current Code of the Catholic Church.
3.
Eighty-six subjects mentioned a supposition that all eight suicides were 

caused, mysteriously, by MD, then a seven-year-old boy. This belief sprang 
from the odd coincidence that the boy happened to be near each of the eight 
victims in one way or another shortly before they ended it all. All the subjects 
who mentioned this explanation reflected on the fact that the boy had begun 
manifesting troublesome behaviour several years earlier, after the death of his 
father. He was said to have withdrawn into himself at the time and ceased con-
tact with his peers, ran away from home several times, killed small animals, and 
with his strange and morbid behaviour he attracted the attention of local peo-
ple and the social services. Most of the subjects remarked that even being in the 
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presence of the boy made many locals uneasy. After the last suicide, the boy’s 
mother decided to move away with her two children to Zagreb, most likely 
because the boy had been unable to socialise in the village.

 
In early June, 2011, a hefty manuscript arrived at the work address of Dr 

Dubravka Perković signed by MD himself and describing the events that hap-
pened during his childhood. It is not known how he found out about the re-
search project because, as he himself put it, he had broken off all contact with 
his native village.

In the manuscript he describes in detail the disoriented state he fell into af-
ter his father’s death, particularly because he held to the conviction, common 
among children who lose a member of their closest family, that he was to blame 
for his father’s death. In his case, however, this symptom acquired a patholog-
ical form. He was certain that one can cause the death of a person merely by 
thought or a momentary fit of anger. The manuscript shows that he was con-
vinced of this while the suicides were occurring, because he could not control 
his thoughts about some of the victims.

I found comfort in the thought that nowhere is there a person who hasn’t wished 
death on someone. It happens to us all: somebody threatens, dominates, humiliates 
or takes advantage of another’s distress, with no remorse or concern. Briefly, we wish 
that they’d simply — not exist. We feel the world would be better, not just for us but 
for others as well, without them. When I was a child I believed I truly could kill a 
person I was very angry at. I tried to quell these thoughts but did not always succeed.

He said that after his family moved to Zagreb he was able to forget every-
thing that happened in his childhood, or rather he “buried” his real memories 
with fabricated ones and only recently, as an adult, had he been able to sum-
mon them.

People are capable of doing just about anything to survive. Eat shit, steal, beg , 
lie, kill and betray a friend. When we moved away from the village, the things and 
horrible images began to fade from my mind. At first I felt this was threatening and 
that I’d lose myself, and I clung childishly to things and people, everything that was 
disappearing without a trace. When I saw I was missing a piece, I’d take from what 
was here, what still hadn’t vanished, from the stories of others. What I left unde-
scribed was forgotten. But I lied more and more about who I was and gradually 
began believing my own lies.

 
The trigger for remembering was, as he wrote, a random insight into the true 

cause of serious depression and suicide. He offers an entirely new explanation, 
one not mentioned by any of the study subjects. He describes in detail a se-
ries of random events which led to these occurrences, thereby shrugging off all 
guilt although, it would seem, no one attributed responsibility in the true sense 
of the world to a child, nor could such responsibility be legally and empirically 
proved. MD did, however, take full responsibility, explicitly, for the death of 
the last victim, the boy Franjo Klanc.
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collectors of secondary waste

[...]

3.
‘What?’
‘Nothing. I’m just watching you.’
‘What, you’re watching me do the dishes?’
‘No, I’m watching you wiggle your arse back and forth as you scrub the pasta 

from the frying pan. It’s sexy.’
‘This for you is sexy? Sex like T. rex?’
‘Sexy like the undies you’re wearing today. They are oh so... retro. Are those 

heritage undies from the clan of Gajski women? Handed down from one gen-
eration to the next for the mature members of the dynasty since we vanquished 
the Avars? In general I find things from the past sexy. Not just the undies, but 
the T. rex thing. Where’d you dig that up?’

Dina often came up with rhymes in idle chatter when she had nothing par-
ticular to say or wasn’t paying attention. She’d repeat the last word she’d said 
and add a rhyme to it with no concern for logic. Matija saw her grandmother’s 
influence in this.

‘Dig it up? Buttercup?’
‘So tell me: is it down or up?’
‘Do I cheese you off? Are you going to drop me? Another woman? Go ahead, 

be my guest, you cheater. Get lost, pig, who gives a fuck anyway. Rubbish. Junk. 
Just you wait, you’ll see. How’d you say that thing they say in Međimurje? Ev-
ery arse finds its way to the toilet?’

‘Every arse ends up on the crapper. That’s how they say it in Međimurje. And 
don’t you forget it if you want to be a Međimurje daughter-in-law.’

‘What kind of a Međimurje man are you? You only claim to be from there 
when you’re making excuses for your bad spelling. Or when the people of Za-
greb begin looking like pompous smartarses. Besides, when were you there last, 
anyway?’

‘...’
‘So what’s this now? Come on, talk. Do I get on your nerves?’
‘No. I’m not kidding. You astonish me every day. In the morning you beat 

things and iron the clothes you’re already wearing, you toss out this lucid non-
sense, your Dina-isms, and I spend the whole day wondering where they come 
from and what’s going on all the time in your head. It’s as if something ancient 
shorted out in that nightmare and now it doesn’t function the way it was sup-
posed to anymore, yet still everything works at some hidden level. No way do 
you get on my nerves.’

‘You know sooner or later we’ll be getting on each others’ nerves for some 
stupid reason or another. You know that, don’t you?’ By now Dina, while still 
washing the dishes, was almost completely serious in what she was saying. 
Matija could clearly picture a colleague of hers at work, maybe a slightly older 
blonde from a small town whose only reason to exist was the Croatian Auto 
Club’s reports on road conditions, talking to her the day before about her long 
and sad marriage. Things just aren’t the same. He walks straight into the bath-
room without a blink in the morning when she’s brushing her teeth, sits on the 

excerpt



52

5 books from croatia

toilet, starts taking a shit and asks her what she’s planning to cook for Saturday, 
green beans or kale. And he doesn’t see anything objectionable in that. And 
this is so out of order for her that she doesn’t even know how to say she doesn’t 
like it and that after that he should hardly expect her to find him attractive. So 
they hadn’t had sex for months, Dina’s make-believe colleague from work and 
her probably real husband.

‘Look, you’re fucking me around already. I mean, who in their right mind 
goes around in old-lady undies like those?’

‘These are my dish-washing undies. I wash the car in my thong. No, seriously. 
I rarely wax lyrical but this is all looking really good to me and that’s why I’m 
getting a bit weird. I want to know you won’t pick up and leave. I know I won’t.’

‘You can’t think I don’t care, can you? I mean, I couldn’t hide something like 
that. No matter what. This is really important to me. I wouldn’t just walk out. 
OK?’

‘Well, OK.’
‘Know what? How about we make a list right now, instructions in case shit 

hits the fan, a crisis, whatever. The three-four things we have to do if one of us 
cools off, snaps or something. I think people break up because they stop mak-
ing the effort and because they forget what it was that brought them together. 
And that is so... easy. OK? A list.’

‘A to-do list.’
‘Right, a to-do list in case of break-up, and when we do everything on the list, 

then ta-daaa, we’ll be back where we began!’
‘To-do, ta-daa. Sure. So, you do the writing, I have a few more plates. “In the 

event of a break-up...”.’
‘Wait. Right. “In the event of a break-up, the undersigned Matija Dolenčec 

and Dina Gajski undertake to have sex.”’
‘Come on, I was serious.’
‘Hey, I’m serious, too. This is one of the three things that binds me most to 

you. You know how before... I don’t know... You know how people always put 
on an act. Like in everyday life. I was anxious, now when I think back, that 
someone would see in my eyes during sex who I really was. I’m not afraid of 
that with you.’

‘Really?’
‘Really. And not just because you’ve already made fun of my fuckface.’
‘OK, you wiggled out of that one. But absolutely not if the reason for the 

break up is cheating! I’ll drink your blood, damn it. Number two. “In the event 
of a break-up each has the right to ask three questions and the other has to 
answer sincerely.”’

‘Fine, but you have that already.’
‘I suppose. Sometimes you can go a little secretive and dark, when that thing 

of yours takes hold. And who knows what might happen down the road. We go 
on living our lives in this relationship... People change. But they stay together 
with the illusion that the other is a constant.’

‘Number three. “In the event of a break-up between Dina Gajski and Matija 
Dolenčec they must go to the following places together: where they first met, 
where they first kissed”.’

‘“Where they first held hands, where they first could tell the other was not 
some ethereal being whose sweat smells only of deodorant...”.’
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‘What? When?’
‘That time we were waiting for the tram, after the reception at the Museum.’
‘Seriously?’
‘Yessss. You reeked like the best of them. Sour. A man’s man.’
‘A real stinker, eh? You have never smelled bad even a little to me. Wash less. 

And, last: “the place where one of them realised for the first time that nothing 
will ever be the same again”.’

‘The place where the picture of the world flipped upside down for one of 
them.’

‘On the steps.’
‘On the steps.’
‘We’ll go back there and repeat everything we talked about that night. We’ll 

wear the things we wore then. After that, if we need to, we’ll repeat all the rest 
of it. The text messages the next day, the orange fizz at lunch break, and every-
thing in the same order right up to the day when the problems began.’

‘We’ll keep spinning around in that one story, if need be, until the end of our 
lives.’

‘A hundred thousand times.’
‘Hey, let’s make a list now of the four or five things we have to do for us to 

stay together.’
‘Sure. Go ahead and write.’

4.
‘First. Every day we need to think of a nice thing we’ve been through. Every day 

before we go to sleep we’ll summon up a wonderful memory, invite it to lie down with 
us in bed, snuggle up with us under the covers like a kid and go to sleep with us that 
night. We’ll remember a story we made our own.’

‘OK. And we should never go to bed angry. Ever.’

‘What’s up?’
‘Nothing.’
‘Nothing? Why haven’t you even looked at me for the last two hours?’
‘Because I can’t stand the sight of you just now. I’m tired. I want to go to bed. 

I’m up tomorrow at seven and Miljac can really be an arsehole when he drinks. 
I like him fine, but fuck his YouTube and the recordings of moronic jackass 
clowns at 1.30 in the morning. Just leave me alone and drive us home.’

‘What are you so uptight about? How can you be so milk and honey in front 
of everybody else?’

‘Oh, come on, I’ve had it. No more talk, just drive.’
‘Young lady, we’re not going to converse like this.’
‘No? How else are we going to converse? Do you want me to tell you? You 

aren’t going to say I’m putting on a show?’
‘What the fuck’s wrong with you?’
‘I’ll tell you what’s wrong with me. That wild story you’ve told me at least ten 

times about how you, Miljac, Prle and the crew were out sailing, got swept off 
in a storm, landed on some island and ate a pile of fish and drank buckets of 
wine at this old bloke’s place and fell asleep all over the kitchen floor in his old 
shanty. You made that story up, didn’t you?’

‘...’
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‘I asked the boys while you went for a piss, I didn’t know what else there was 
for us to talk about, and they just looked at me sideways.’

‘Aw, come on, Miljac was so drunk he wouldn’t remember his own grand-
mother.’

‘Oh no? I ended up the chump. But what I can’t figure out is why you made it 
all up. Or why you sold it to me like it really happened. Go write a short story, 
pal, don’t make up tall tales where you’re the cool dude.’

‘I’m not going to talk about this. You need some sleep, and we’ll take it from 
there tomorrow. You’re a bit screwed up.’

‘Don’t talk to me like I’m an airhead. I wouldn’t say a word if this’d been the 
first time. I saw Prle staring at me when we were out bowling and I asked him 
what it looked like when you and Miljac threw yourselves on those punks who 
snatched your plonk over in the park. He stared at me with those big eyes of 
his, then at you, then at me. And then he just mumbled something and you 
changed the subject. It seems the punks, at least, unlike the old man on the 
island, really did exist, but they were the ones who roughed you up, not you 
them.’

‘Look, he wasn’t even there so he doesn’t have a clue. You should be a bit less 
creative in interpreting peoples’ glances, their tone of voice and shit like that. 
Any more bright questions? Miljac and I got and gave our share.’

‘I couldn’t care less! I wouldn’t give a fuck even if you’d been cloistered like 
a little cunt and never done one exciting thing in your life. That matters abso-
lutely nothing to me! But what I don’t get is why you need to make things up. 
We’re no teenagers. This has nothing to do with the image I have of you. But 
these fabrications of yours don’t reflect well on that image. I’ve heard of guys 
who lie to their girlfriends that they’re going on a business trip and instead 
they’re screwing old girlfriends in hotels. That kind of lie I can understand. But 
these lies of yours...’

‘Fuck the lies. I don’t fabricate and I’ve no interest in talking with you about 
it while you’re in such a twist. I’m driving you home and then I’m going to my 
place. I’m out of clean underwear anyway.’

‘We should not start sentences with “you never” and “you always”. I read that cou-
ples who do that in serious conversations often split up in the end.’

‘You always have the best ideas, sugar.’
 
‘So do you want some?’
‘What?’
‘You know, hanky-panky.’
‘No!’
‘Come on, there’s no one on the beach.’
‘I don’t want to! You’re crazy.’
‘Oh come on, I’m really up for it. Eh? A little rock and roll? Shake it up? It 

never hurt anyone.’
‘You’ll get some later at home. Besides, your cock’s all salty from the salt wa-

ter.’
‘So what’s wrong with that? A salty anchovy. No one can eat just salted eggs. 

Come on, give it up, I know you could.’
‘You’re so terrible at this, Cowboy, you should write a book about how not 
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to hit on a girl. No dipping your wick today. You know what I’ve always won-
dered?’

‘What?’
‘What’s the story about those two toes of yours?’
‘I told you.’
‘You told me you were in the woods with your pals when you were little. It 

was night and you stepped in a puddle, and then you froze and they had to 
amputate your toes.

‘Well, there you go.’
‘But the day before yesterday your mum said you had a sleepwalking phase 

when you were little, and one night they found you somewhere outside in the 
yard, and then they took you to the hospital to cut off your toes. She tells it... 
with a dose of humour. You could have frozen to death.’

‘Oh please, my mum gets things mixed up. I wasn’t sleepwalking, I had this 
secret club with my friends and then we met at night to swap Animal Kingdom 
pictures and I locked myself out and couldn’t get back into the house.’

‘So they cut off your toes?’
‘No, that wasn’t when they cut off my toes. I mean, I should know. We were 

in the woods.’
‘I guess she mixed it up. You told me about your secret club of village boys. 

But you said you were, like, looking for treasure or something like that.’
‘We did all sorts of things. I can’t even remember all the shit we came up with.’
‘Fab. I bet you had a brilliant time. What were your friends’ names?’
‘...’
‘So why don’t you ever go back to Međimurje?’
‘Um... we sold the house and...’
‘But you have relatives there still.’
‘We do... but we’re not in touch anymore since we came to Zagreb.’
‘Why not?’
‘You’re really pushing it today. I don’t know, we haven’t seen them in a hun-

dred years. Nobody’s called to suggest getting together.’
‘I’m not pushing it, I’m just interested. And what about the friends from the 

secret club, are you in touch with them?’
‘Hey, lay off. What is this now? No, I’m not in contact with anyone from 

Međimurje. What more can I say? I haven’t been there for over twenty years. 
Rednecks, country boys – I don’t know what I’d do there and who I’d talk to.’

‘Why are you reacting like this?’
‘Because you’re giving me a hard time, the sun’s baking my face, and yesterday 

we overdid it with the cocktails so my head’s pounding, I’ve had enough of the 
beach. Can we go?’

‘We got here an hour ago. Come on, don’t go all jittery on me now. What 
pissed you off?’

‘Oh, holy shit. You always have to stay on the beach until you’re fried. I can’t 
be in one place for longer than a couple of hours, I go bananas. I’ll get sick.’

‘I don’t know what’s come over you.’
‘I’m off to the apartment. Call when you want me to pick you up. Bye.’
‘Go then, you’re crazy. There’s always shit going on with you. Weirdo.’

‘We have to be honest. If need be, tell the brutal truth, come what may. In return, 
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we have to separate the big stuff from the small stuff. No sweating the small stuff.’
‘But we’ll discuss everything straight to the end, no holding back.’

‘...and that was so hilarious, you should’ve seen it. Book events are the real 
deal in these little towns. Middle-aged ladies — the teachers, the doctor and 
the registrar — go to the hairdresser’s that day to have their hair done and dress 
up for the evening...’

‘... and they make their lacklustre husbands put on their suits they don’t fit in 
anymore. They park right by the tables where the finger food and the drinks 
will be served...’

‘... they’re all stiff, broomsticks up their arses, like they’re watching a play at 
the theatre and not a conversation about a book. You should see it some time. 
They’re all waiting, like, what’s going to happen next. And you were totally cool, 
so sweet.’

‘Ah, I know, I can’t help myself. Yes, what Dina said, they don’t dare laugh so 
they won’t ruin the performance, the skit, who knows what they think about it 
themselves and they only applaud after a passage is read and at the end, when 
it’s over and they can go and eat and talk about literature.’

‘Yes, about how literature was at its best back in the time of Balzac but how 
today everyone uses foul language; they curse, go on about sex for no reason, 
use anglicisms and show no reverence for the Croatian language. Hey, tell them 
about the guy who began reciting.’

‘Oh, yes, this local sheriff at Matica Hrvatska, as old as a tomb, got a little tip-
sy and started declaiming Tadijanović, but all wrong. He rocked back and forth 
from his toes to his heels, holding a glass of Sauvignon, and he was the player 
for the glamour girls in the over-sixty-five set.’

‘No, but like this one of them went: “You can see he’s a real gentleman. The 
cuffs of his pants are tailored to the millimetre.” The old geezer got lucky that 
night, I bet.’

‘Yes, and I passed him the ball with my book event. If only he’d said thanks 
and sent me a card. Nothing. And you should’ve seen Dina, how she was doing 
the groupie thing. She held my book in her hand, cosied up to two-three ladies 
by the canapés and then she’s calling out to me, like, “Hey, darling, remind me 
what you were thinking about when you wrote...”’

‘OK, now remind me when that was, exactly?’
‘Come on, you were the best... what do you mean, when? A week ago, at the 

book event.’
‘Sure, I remember that, but I don’t remember ever calling anything out to you. 

Don’t overdo it.’
‘Come on, Dina, there’s nothing wrong with showing off.’
‘Sure, the hundred and fifty copies make you a bestselling author, and I’m 

your groupie.’
‘What’s gotten into you now? Come on, we’re just messing around. Your 

friends want to hear what your life is like when you’re part of the Croatian liter-
ary jet set. Can’t you see they’re jealous? People, this is like totally high society, 
you can’t imagine. Chivas Regal, Dom Perignon, snorting the white stuff.’

‘Come on, we’re joking, don’t lay it on too thick, love.’
‘You should’ve seen Dina when she was the main attraction. She talked to the 

ladies about how tough it is living with a writer, how I’m nervous, how I work 
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all night and the next day I’m all...’
‘Fine, OK, darling, let’s tone this down. When did I say that?’
‘Well when you were standing with those ladies by the canapés, how can you 

not remember now...’
‘You bloody mind flayer! Do you even know how much you’re lying? Just 

tell me, do you even know you’re lying or are you not even aware of it?! You lie 
until you believe it yourself.’

‘Come on, what’s wrong with you, I’m just teasing. Try to remember, the 
three ladies.’

‘Fucking hell, you crank out all this, but you give me shit for rehashing any-
thing even slightly intelligent I see on Facebook! I figured that out before and I 
can still cope with you like that. But now you’ve started fabricating my memo-
ries, too! Are you nuts?! You can’t go around fabricating my memories! I know 
who I am and what I did and where I was. Not like you!’

‘Every day we have to tell one another a thing that bothered us and a thing that 
delighted us that day.’

‘I’ll listen to all your stories with interest.’
‘I hope you’re patient. I can talk a lot. And when I won’t have anything new to say 

to you? What then?’
‘Then start again at the beginning. The hundred thousandth time.’

Translated by Ellen Elias-Bursać
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‘Novak is an author with an outstand-
ing sense of suspense and clever plot 
management, impressive creation 
of atmosphere and convincing 
psychological detail. But his novel 
stands out above all for its intricacy. 
The writer covers a wide range of 
topics, switching discourses, genres, 
emotional registers, settings and 
dialects, but is always amusing, 
witty and dynamic, and – in spite 
of the bleak themes and a critical 
perspective – never burdensome 
or tedious. Dark Mother Earth is a 
very pleasant surprise and a truly 
refreshing work of prose, and Kris-
tian Novak is a name to remember.’ 

— croatian radio

‘Dark Mother Earth introduces a new, 
original and skilled narrator to the 
domestic literary scene. Novak’s 
book combines a range of preoccu-
pations of modern Croatian writing 
but approaches and defines them 
from a completely different angle. 
The key figure, Matija, ultimately has 
to come to terms with himself and 
his fear that everyone he loves will 
be dead, as well as with his unhappy 
homeland, and the reader will realise 
that no personal horrors can be 
greater than those we try to smother 
with individual or collective amnesia 
in the corridors of our subconscious.’ 

— jutarnji list newspaper

‘Novak’s talented use of language is 
particularly praiseworthy. Another 
excellent feature of this novel is 
the love story that takes up the 
first third of the narrative. Written 
most suggestively, with many astute 
observations and superbly paced, 
this bitter-sweet tale of love that 
triggers the novel’s main story is 
probably the best piece of romantic 
prose from our region in recent years. 
Skilfully avoiding clichés and prob-
ing intimate topics to the very seam 
between good taste and kitsch, No-
vak has managed to find a number of 

“objective correlatives” that express 
the profundity of that relationship.’ 

— e-novine
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Unlike Central European trains 
with their cosy compartments, 
the seats on Dejanović’s Bel-
grade-Zagreb line (which used 
to carry a lot more trains than 
today and was a symbolic life-
line between former Yugosla-
via’s two biggest cities) are ar-
ranged like in a bus. After this 
matter-of-fact remark, which 
is actually of key significance 
for the story, nothing is su-
perficial or as it seems in this 
short novel of minimalist ef-
ficiency. An accident – which 
can be read as a metaphor 
for the bloody conflict of the 
1990s – separates out worlds 
into the conscious and uncon-
scious, and four passengers 
with the names of the evan-
gelists reveal their surprising, 
surreal, bizarre and unset-
tling stories to Dejanović (the 

main character has the same 
surname as the writer). In 
the course of the inquest into 
the accident, Dejanović takes 
them before an inspector and 
a doctor, and that masterful 
shifting of frameworks, where 
plots gain and lose meaning, 
makes the novel an enticing 
adrenaline experience. Skil-
fully and unsentimentally, De-
janović brings to life universal 
emotions such as love, the de-
sire for revenge, and the fear 
of death, and sets them in 
today’s Croatian reality with-
out recourse to stereotypes. 
These are unique and at the 
same time archetypal stories 
of postwar tragedy, rooted 
in wartime events and trail-
ing behind like a vow of ven-
geance despite the amount 
of time that has passed since. 

Space-time travel for 
people and their stories: 

A gripping novel about 
crossing borders#–#and the 

baggage that remains

critical review
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The stories speed along the 
Belgrade-Zagreb line, and 
even when derailed they seem 
to defy reality and keep trav-
elling towards their punchline.
The plot of this phantasma-
gorical and somewhat brutal 
novel is shot through with an 
undertone of existentialist 
despair, an almost nihilistic 
awareness of the powerless-
ness of lonely, displaced indi-
viduals to break through the 
wall of isolation separating 
them from other, equally for-
lorn and alienated individuals. 
Steeped in an awareness of 
the inexorable givens of space 
and time to which we are 
condemned, and with the ex-
ception of a few ‘real’ spaces, 
the plot develops somewhere 
in the interstices of waking, 
sleep and deep coma in in-
definable, hallucinatory or 
‘altered’ states of mind. Pre-
cisely this skewed perspective 
allows the writer to speak in a 
different way about neuralgic 
points of the recent past that 
our present is still imbued 
with, as people try to ‘patch 
up’ the torn fabric of their 
lives and return to a more or 
less normal existence. He also 
warns of the danger of histo-
ry repeating itself because 
of unhealed wounds and the 

activities of criminal postwar 
businessmen.
 In this sense, we should 
wholeheartedly agree with 
the narrator who concludes: 
‘I ought to wake up.’ Because 
visions of pain and suffering 
live on in the psyches of peo-
ple injured in the ‘accident’ 
although the scene has been 
cleaned up and the physical 
wounds treated.
Marko Dejanović’s novel Tick-
ets, Please! is a breath of fresh 
air from the youngest genera-
tion of Croatian prose writers, 
who are unburdened by the 
stylistic and genre-defined 
divisions of the past. Also so-
cially and politically aware, 
they seek their own forms of 
expression while experiment-
ing with the heritage of vari-
ous literary directions, from 
surrealism and existentialism 
to postmodernism. Tickets, 
Please! is an intuitive novel by 
a young, cool-headed writer: 
in dissecting the tidal forces 
of social and interpersonal re-
lations, he also dissects him-
self – his prose is a reflection 
on his own refugee experience 

– at the very origins of artistic 
creation, where the ethical 
and the aesthetic meet and 
mirror each other.
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‘I’ve used up a lot of time. Quite enough, I reckon. I didn’t 
keep any aside, although I’m frugal by nature. Then again, the 
two of you are right: can a person really save time? Is there any 
point in trying? I don’t know. I only know we can use it up. And I 
have used up, you see, twenty years and more. I frittered it away 
just like that. I spent time seeking revenge. Perhaps I shouldn’t 
have, perhaps it was time wasted. But I had to use it up like that.

‘I don’t know if it’s the same for you two, but I can’t let things 
go and just put them behind me. That’s how it is even for small 
things, let alone something like this... If you humiliate me, I have 
to get my own back. Every day without revenge is like a new spit 
or slap in the face. A slap is humiliating: you punch someone 
who’s your equal, but a slap is to put someone in their place.

‘My twenty years began with a slap. If it had just been the 
slap, I might have been able to forget. Or maybe not... You 
know that joke?’

We didn’t know it, or at least I didn’t. And I couldn’t even an-
swer if I knew it or not since he didn’t say which joke he meant.

‘Which one?’ the conductor cut in appropriately.
‘The one about the peasants and the Germans.’
‘Go on,’ the conductor said. I couldn’t remember a single joke 

about peasants and Germans.
‘The Germans are searching a Bosnian village in World War 

Two. They drag a peasant, his wife and two daughters out of 

excerpt

sandorf, 2015

Marko Dejanović: 
Tickets, Please! 

― 
Matthew’s Slap 

in the Face
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their house and interrogate them. The peasant is helping the 
Partisans because he is an honest man, but he refuses to say 
anything.

‘“Speak! Where are the Partisans?” the head Kraut yells.
‘“I don’t know,” the man says with an air of defiance.
‘“Tell us where the Partisans are, or we’ll kill your wife!”
‘“I don’t know!”
‘And the Kraut pushes his wife to her knees and puts a bullet 

in her head.
‘“Where are the Partisans?” the head Nazi goes again.
‘“I don’t know,” the peasant continues to lie.
‘“Tell us, or we’ll set fire to your house and property!”
‘“I don’t know!”
‘And they set fire to his house and property. He stands there, 

his daughters too, watching the house burn. Finally it collapses 
into a fiery heap and the head Nazi asks again:

‘“Where are the Partisans?”
‘“I don’t know,” the peasant says calmly, as if they haven’t just 

killed his wife and burned down his house.
‘“Listen, we’ll kill one of your daughters if you don’t tell us.”
‘“I have nothing to say,” he answers, as if not fearing for his 

daughters.
‘And the Kraut takes one daughter and points his pistol at her 

head.
‘“Where are the Partisans?”
‘“I don’t know.”
‘The pistol goes off and kills the girl. The peasant stands 

there motionless with his surviving daughter. As if they haven’t 
destroyed everything before his eyes.

‘“Where are the Partisans?” The head Kraut is angry by now, 
but the peasant is not.

‘“I don’t know.”
‘“We’ll kill your other daughter if you don’t tell us. We’ll 

stamp out your bloodline! Where are the Partisans?”
‘“I don’t know.”
‘And they drag the other daughter up in front of him. They 

don’t shoot her but beat her to death with their jackboots and 
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rifle butts. The peasant can do nothing but look on. He stands 
there, and in front of him the head German.

‘“Speak! Where are the Partisans?” screams the Kraut.
‘“I don’t know,” the peasant says calmly, which completely 

infuriates the Kraut.
‘“Speak!” he shouts and hits the man on the cheek with the 

flat of his hand. The cheek goes red and the peasant holds his 
fingers to it; his eyes flash and his voice betrays the desire to 
sink his teeth into the Kraut’s throat:

‘“Oho, so now we’ve started slapping!”’
The conductor burst out laughing; I merely smiled. The joke 

left me cold. But I nodded to say I understood, while Matthew, 
still laughing, asked if we realised the full significance of a slap 
in these parts.

‘You see, Dejanović,’ the conductor remarked when he man-
aged to subdue his laughter.

‘Good point! This joke explains the whole anti-fascist move-
ment and why it was so successful. It’s all in the punchline. It 
even explains Tito’s legendary “No” to Stalin.’

‘Quite,’ added Matthew. ‘You can walk all over us, burn our 
land and kill our families. You can do all sorts of things, but 
don’t slap us. Don’t you dare... You know, a man once slapped 
me in the face. He didn’t stop at that, but that’s how it started. 
And I don’t know if I would have ignored the slap if that was the 
end of it, although I doubt it. It still hurts me today. It was in ‘91. 
I was living with my parents in Osijek. Now I’m living in Zagreb. 
But that’s not important. My father was a retired officer of the 
Yugoslav People’s Army. My mother had retired too. They, my 
sister and I all lived in the flat. I was about seventeen. My sister 
had just come of age.

‘I come from a mixed marriage. My old man was Croatian, my 
mother Serbian, and both as Yugoslav as could be. I didn’t even 
know their true nationalities until it all started; then I found 
out my sister and I were half-breeds. Our father assured us it 
would all blow over, that people were just a bit “brain-fucked”. 
He brought that word with him from the village in Bosnia where 
he was born. When someone is brain-fucked it means they’re 
upset, but their distress is meaningless and won’t have any real 

excerpt
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effect. Yeah, our father held that people were a bit brain-fucked. 
Our mother didn’t say anything. She didn’t state an opinion now, 
nor was she ever in the habit of speaking her mind because her 
husband was an officer. It was his right to command. 

When things started to seethe and churn and people be-
came brain-fucked, my old man remained calm.

‘“I’m a pensioner,” he joked, and then added seriously that 
he had no intention of getting mixed up in anything stupid, and 
that this would all blow over; the army would take up position 
if needs be and say, “Enough!” when it saw that it really was 
enough. There were those who asked him why he didn’t join in, 
but my father answered that he wouldn’t get mixed up in poli-
tics, and that, if someone were to attack his Osijek, he’d defend 
it. Until then, he explained, he would have no truck with any-
thing. “I’m a pensioner,” he concluded, half joking, half serious. 
Then came ’91 and the break-up of the country; no one asked 
my old man anything any more, and he no longer said anything. 
Only at home, to us, he’d sometimes repeat that people were 
brain-fucked, but now even he wasn‘t sure any more. That’s 
probably why he was mostly silent. He didn’t know what to say, 
or what to command. Neighbours who we used to be on friendly 
terms with now avoided us. A cool exchange of “Hello”, “Hello”, 
was the most it came to. There was no having coffee together, 
no one asked my parents over, nor did my parents ask anyone 
to visit. Sometimes the phone would ring. My old man always 
insisted on answering it himself. He didn’t tell us who called or 
what they wanted, but we knew they were calling to insult him. 
Once my sister answered it when he was out. A man asked for 
dad, and when she said he wasn’t home the man told her to give 
him a message: that he’d cut his throat and those of his “Chetnik 
bastards”. We told our father, and he said he’d arranged with a 
friend from Zagreb to rent his flat. The friend travelled abroad 
and left the flat empty. My sister was due to start university any-
way.

‘“He’ll be vacating the flat some time before summer. Take 
your brother with you and stay there until all this calms down 
a bit. Mum will go with you to help you settle in. I’ll stay here 
to look after the flat here,” our old man ordered. But the friend 
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didn’t vacate his flat before summer; there had been complica-
tions and now he didn’t need to leave until sometime in August. 
My sister went to sit the entrance exam, passed it and returned 
to Osijek to wait for the beginning of the academic year. Having 
nothing to do, she just met friends and hung out in cafés. The 
old man’s orders were postponed until August. He wasn’t happy 
with the situation, but he didn’t seem worried. The only thing he 
couldn’t hide was his age. All at once he began to look old, and 
you could see he was a pensioner.

‘It wasn’t long after we celebrated my sister’s acceptance at 
the Faculty of Agriculture – a little party at home – that I had to 
endure my slap. It was early in the morning. Only our parents 
were awake. A group of men came to the door. Five of them. 
They squeezed in through the hall. None took off their shoes, 
although that was a custom. 

‘The noise woke me up and I went out. My sister stayed in her 
room, only opening the door to see what the fuss was about, 
but our father gestured to her to shut it.

‘The five men were standing in the lounge room: they were 
young, only a few years older than me. My parents stood oppo-
site them.

‘“Guys, I’m Croatian,” I heard my old man say.
‘“You’re a dickhead, not a Croatian,” the shortest of the five 

answered; later I found out his name was Darko. He was holding 
my father’s pistol. They had come to search for hidden weapons, 
they said, and had found the pistol my father kept as a memen-
to of his career. “What do you want with this gun? You, Yugoslav 

– what’s with the gun?” Darko was shouting and hitting my old 
man in the chest with the grip of the pistol. He didn’t react, but 
I rushed up to stand between the two of them. Darko shifted the 
pistol to his left hand and slapped my face with his right. I was 
boiling over with a seventeen-year-old’s fury, but my old man 
stopped me from pushing in front of Darko again. My mother 
held on to me.

‘“Where do you think you’re going, little Chetnik?” Darko re-
marked to me and then turned again to my father. “Were you 
keeping this gun for him? To fire at us?”

‘“No. It’s a memento. I’m a pensioner.”

excerpt
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‘“A pensioner? And where did you work. Eh?”
‘The old man was silent. He realised they knew he’d been in 

the Yugoslav army. They obviously knew all about him, and his 
wife and children as well. Now Darko slapped him in the face 
too, and he didn’t look up, so Darko wouldn’t see his eyes. Then 
one of the others in the group came up in front of Darko.

‘“We’re confiscating the gun. We can’t let everyone in town 
be armed.”

‘“Alright,” the old man answered, his gaze fixed on Darko, 
who had gone up to the door of my sister’s room.

‘“All of you – it would be best for you to leave town. We only 
came to search the place. But there are those who come for 
other reasons.”

‘“Alright,” the old man replied, still watching Darko, who 
opened my sister’s door, went inside and shut the door again.

‘“Are we agreed?” the polite one asked.
‘“Yes, we’re agreed.
‘“Look at me, so I can see we understand one another.”
‘My old man shifted his gaze from the door of my sister’s room 

and looked at the polite one.
‘“Good, now we’ll search the flat for any other weapons and 

then we’ll leave you to pack your bags. While we’re searching, 
you sit down here nicely and drink your morning coffee,” he ges-
tured towards the table.

‘We sat down, and the four young men began to rummage 
aimlessly through our drawers and cabinets. One went into my 
room and dug through everything there. Another made a mess 
in my parents’ bedroom. The other two rummaged around in 
the lounge room and the kitchen. No one went into my sister’s 
room. Neither did anyone come out.

‘It all lasted maybe another ten minutes, and then Darko 
opened the door my father had been staring at all the time 
without even blinking. The young men gathered together and 
left. The polite one, as he left, remarked to my old man to “be 
smart”, but he made no reply. He was still staring at my sister’s 
door. Finally she came out, white-faced and with shaking legs, 
and went to the bathroom. She didn’t speak to any of us, and 
none of us asked her anything. Ever.
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‘We slept in the flat for another two nights, and then we all 
went by car to Zagreb. My father’s friend let us sleep at his 
place until he left for Germany.’

excerpt
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Matthew fell silent for a moment; the conductor was looking 
down at his knees, and I didn’t quite know what to say. I wanted 
to ask him about his sister but couldn’t pluck up the courage, 
and at the same time I couldn’t resist.

‘Did you ever ask your sister what happened?’ I cut in, ignor-
ing the reproachful glance of the conductor.

‘No. There’s nothing to ask. It’s obvious what happened. Ti-
jana is a strong girl. She finished university and got a job. She 
has a daughter and a husband... We’re not really in touch. We 
haven’t seen or called each other for a few years now... I never 
asked her anything. I used to start talking about that day, but 
she’d stop me. The first few times she changed the topic as if 
unintentionally, but later she told me I got on her nerves by con-
stantly reminding her of it. I never spoke about her or wanted to 
find out anything. Mostly I spoke about myself: about the slap, 
and a bit about my father and the stroke he suffered less than a 
year after we moved to Zagreb. And a second one that finished 
him off a few years later. I told her I thought the old man had 
been broken by the slap he was unable to respond to. I tried to 
tell her that I too felt the burning shame of my slap even years 
later. It’s not like I didn’t care about everything else that hap-
pened, but from that day on I began to concentrate on the slap. 
Probably I’ve exaggerated and embellished it all this time. I’ve 
stewed over it so much I could tell you exactly where each of 
Darko’s fingers contacted my face. I could plot every position of 
his hand as it swung towards me. But it would be hard for me to 
guarantee that’s how it really was because I went over and over 

Slavija Square
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the slap as if I was playing Chinese whispers with myself.
‘Every thought of my parents or Tijana on that day would take 

me back to the slap and I’d grasp it like a baby gorilla holding 
on to its mother as she jumps from branch to branch. Instinc-
tively I reduced that day to the slap and all the twenty-two years 
since to paying back that debt, plus interest. I knew at once I’d 
have to wait. I didn’t know it would be quite so long, but I knew 
I’d wait a while to get any sort of revenge. It was on my mind 
the moment after the slap. And it’s good my mother stopped 
me because my revenge would have failed just then. I didn’t 
know that, being so young, and I didn’t behave well towards my 
mother from then on. I know my mother wasn’t thinking about 
that when she stopped me, but she did me a favour whatever 
her motive.

‘In Zagreb I began to mix memories of the slap with scenar-
ios of revenge. I made childish plans in my head, and a long 
time went by like that. I imagined going to Osijek armed to the 
teeth, passing by the sign with the name of the town, hiding 
behind the bushes and pouncing on Darko. Sometimes I knifed 
him there and then, other times I took him hostage and spent 
days listening to his pleas and lamentations, only to put him out 
of his misery with a bullet in his head.

‘I had all sorts of ideas. Once I started to tell my old man 
one of them, and he was furious and threw the tube of mus-
tard at me that he’d been squeezing onto his plate next to his 
frankfurter. He missed, but after that I never said a word about 
it. Neither to him nor my mother, who I never spoke to anyway 
because I considered her a coward. But the incident with the 
mustard made me realise I’d have to wait at least until I moved 
away from my parents’. Little did I know that the old man would 
soon be crippled with a stroke, and then dead.

‘My mother needed longer to die. It’s true she didn’t find any 
friends in Zagreb, but she identified with my sister’s life and kept 
well, living through her. Women generally don’t die as quickly 
after the death of their husbands as men do after the death 
of their wives. It’s not fair, but that is the way it is. My mother 
began to deteriorate after Tijana moved out and started living 
with her boyfriend, who soon became a husband and father. My 

excerpt



72

5 books from croatia

mother tried to transfer her concern for my sister to concern for 
me, but I didn’t let her. I went in and out of the flat, sometimes 
not speaking to her for days. I ate what she cooked, but never 
at the same time as her. Her questions and advice got on my 
nerves. I didn’t want to mention that day to her, to humiliate 
myself and rehash the slap she hadn’t let me avenge. And so 
the years went by.

‘The slap didn’t leave me, but my ideas for revenge were 
looking ever more unreal. I didn’t yet know the names of any of 
the five who had raided our flat. We heard that a man moved in, 
but he didn’t stay for long. There was a succession of tenants for 
a while. In the end, one lot stayed and are still there today, but 
they have no idea we ever lived there.

‘In particular, I knew nothing about Darko, not even his name. 
All my ambitious plans consisted only of executions performed 
one way or another, but there were absolutely no preparations. 
I was afraid the only moment for reacting to the slap had been 
immediately afterwards. And my mother had prevented me. If 
she hadn’t, maybe Darko wouldn’t have gone into Tijana’s room 
at all. He might have killed us all on the spot. Who knows.

‘By now I had a nightmarish mess in my head. I mixed memo-
ries of the slap with fantasies of revenge and the realisation that 
all this was crazy. I didn’t know how to stop, and I didn’t want 
to give up my plans for collecting the debt. I have no idea what 
would have happened if it hadn’t been for a bit of luck.

‘Three or four years had passed. I met an old school friend 
from Osijek at university, and he started talking about what 
happened there in ’91. He said he’d heard about the raid on our 
flat. He mentioned it apologetically, and then, as if wanting to 
redeem himself, said he’d heard that one of those involved was 
Darko Kontić, later a local entrepreneur and owner of an Osijek 
bar.

‘“He’s not exactly a tycoon, but he’s not doing badly. He’s ex-
panding – and importing something. He must be into black mar-
keteering. No one knows exactly what he does. He’s not a big 
fish, but he’s definitely a fish,” my friend explained. Darko Kontić 
wasn’t mentioned in the newspapers. There were no photos of 
him so I couldn’t check whether he was truly one of the five. But 



73

m
arko dejanović – tickets, please!

still, I had a lead. I had to find out if I really had uncovered one 
of them. If I had, he’d lead me to the others one way or another. 
I memorised the name Darko Kontić. But I couldn’t go to Osijek 
immediately because of my mother, however much she got on 
my nerves. I knew she’d waste away if she heard I’d gone back. 
Maybe she’d die of fright. I didn’t need that. So I waited and 
went through the papers; every day I bought Glas Slavonije, the 
local paper from Osijek, to see if there was a photo of the young 
local businessman Darko Kontić.

‘My mother died seven years after my old man. A few months 
before her death, I finally came across the story I’d been seeking 
in the paper. Darko Kontić, the successful entrepreneur from 
Osijek, had become the exclusive importer of Serbian kajmak 
cream for Croatia. It wasn’t much, but Slavonija took pride in 
its young man’s success. Well, Darko wasn’t so young any more, 
but he was still youthful-looking. In the photo he seemed only 
a little more mature than in my memory. He was smiling and 
posing in front of a fridge full of kajmak.

‘“I heard about Darko having been in your flat because he’s 
become well known in Osijek. Word about him spread, and we 
heard that he’d started business during the war. Mostly there 
was talk about him trafficking across the border with whatever 
he could find, but others say he raided houses, too, and was 
part of a team that used to intimidate people. That’s how he 
earned his money before he started black marketeering. He and 
some others got names and addresses and proceeded to drive 
people out of their homes. They say he operated in our area, 
and I heard he raided your place too,” my university acquain-
tance told me. I remembered every one of his words when I saw 
Darko’s photo in the paper. Smug and successful, in a suit, with 
a serving of kajmak in one hand. He has no idea, I thought to 
myself.

‘I quickly realised I had to concentrate on Darko and that it 
was pointless to dream about the others until I’d dealt with him. 
My mother was still alive, but you could see she wouldn’t last 
long. I managed to be on good terms with her again before she 
died. I sat next to her bed and listened to her stupid plans for 
me. And I didn’t say they wouldn’t eventuate, although I knew 

excerpt
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they never would. I told her I’d try; I nodded and let her ruffle my 
hair. I was waiting for her to die and making my own plans. I was 
no longer a day-dreaming teenager. I knew I first had to find out 
all I could about Darko, and only then work out the next step.

‘A week after my mother died, I travelled to Osijek again for 
the first time. I found Darko’s bar and had a drink. He wasn’t 
there. I visited old friends to re-establish contact. I was careful 
not to mention Darko to anyone for a long time.

‘I went to our block and found out who was living there. I 
knocked on the doors of neighbours, greeted them with a smile, 
even sat and drank a glass of rakija with some and listened to 
their justifications.

‘“Politicians are shit. They set people against each other so 
as to make money,” explained the neighbour who had been one 
of the first to take Tito’s picture off the wall and put up Tuđman’s 
instead. He left Tito under the wardrobe just in case; you never 
know. Now he didn’t have anyone’s picture on the wall.

‘I began to roam around Osijek, gathering information bit by 
bit. I felt I should do things slowly so no one would notice. Osijek 
is a big city, but small enough that too much haste would draw 
people’s attention. They would hear I was asking questions. The 
news would reach Darko, too, and I didn’t want that to happen. 
That’s why collecting information took so long.

All this time, Darko flourished. It may not have been the 
mushrooming prosperity he wanted, but prosper he did. He 
drove a good car, had a wife, two children and a lovely house, 
and travelled regularly. He owned several companies and had 
wound down two or three more. From time to time he bought 
land, property or a share of a new building, and then resold 
them. He made money on everything, a bit here and a bit there, 
fucked a few people over, but no one badly enough that it would 
cost him dearly. He was unintentionally clever; strong enough 
for people to know him, but weak enough that they didn’t feel 
threatened. He wanted to be bigger and stronger but couldn’t 
quite make it. He joined the regional party, but they didn’t take 
much notice of him either. He paid them protection money like 
a middling entrepreneur, and they didn’t trouble him too much 
with inspections and audits. He opened a restaurant with a de-
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livery service, and the city councillors ordered čevapčići, pat-
ties and kebabs – with free kajmak. 

‘He tried calling himself the Croatian King of Kajmak, thinking 
the title would bring extra status and money, but the nickname 
didn’t catch on. Kajmak didn’t come to Croatia solely through 
him anyway. It’s not the kind of product that can have an exclu-
sive chain of distribution. He began going to Serbia more often 
in recent years. He was trying to find someone to invest in the 
production of kajmak using their recipe, but in Croatia. Darko 
would be the local boss, and that person a sleeping partner and 
financer of things from there. He was offering production of all 
sorts of things, not just kajmak, but he believed kajmak would 
be the best way to enter the local market. He hadn’t yet found 
anyone to accept his offer, but no one had declined either. They 
were procrastinating, but Darko didn’t know. He thought he was 
the one in control. And he liked going to those meetings; it was 
nice to wear a suit and sit opposite another man wearing a suit. 
He realised he enjoyed being in the company of people with 
more money than him. He didn’t know that they only accepted 
him, and wined and dined him, to curry his favour in case by 
some odd chance he became more important.

‘I knew all this about Darko by keeping track of him and his 
affairs. In the last few months I began to follow him on his trips 
to Belgrade. He went by car, I by train. He stayed at the Hotel 
Slavija. I wasn’t far away.

‘Last month I even went up to him and talked to him. I no-
ticed he ate every day at a fast-food place right next to Slavija 
Square, near that huge roundabout. Mostly he ordered a gour-
met hamburger with chips and a soft drink and sat on the small 
covered terrace, eating his lunch surrounded by young men and 
girls. They were noisy; he was in his suit and quiet.

‘I‘d grown a beard and was wearing a baseball cap, so I was 
sure he wouldn’t recognise me. He wouldn’t have recognised 
me without them either, but I had the option of shaving off the 
beard, removing the cap, and disguising myself once more.

‘I went out onto the terrace and sat at the table next to Dar-
ko’s. He was eating and took no notice. You could see he was 
enjoying the hamburger. Then I saw for the first time that he had 
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an extra serving of kajmak. He slathered every piece of ham-
burger he cut off with kajmak before putting it into his mouth. 
He was enjoying the food. He even dunked his chips in the ka-
jmak.

‘“You’ll mess up your suit!” I warned him. He started, as if I’d 
wrenched him out of deep thought.

‘“No, I won’t. I eat here often,” he told me.
‘“I’ve never seen you. I’m here often, too,” I said to him. “But I 

don’t think I’ve ever seen anyone wearing a suit so relaxed, and 
enjoying kajmak. If it drips, you can say goodbye to the suit!”

‘“Ha ha, don’t worry. I know how to manage kajmak,” he re-
plied. “I’m the Croatian King of Kajmak!”

‘“I didn’t mean to disturb Your Majesty,” I smiled too, and 
raised the beer I’d bought solely so as to drink to his health at 
the right moment. He had a cola and was forced to raise it to 
return my greeting.

‘“You’re not disturbing me. I like eating here. In the business 
world we’re always looking for luxury restaurants to do deals at 
overpriced lunches. Actually we would prefer to sit at this sort 
of place and eat honest hamburgers or čevapčići with kajmak. 
All of us are really still working people as far as our stomachs go, 
so from time to time we need honest food.”

‘I raised my glass to him again and let the conversation die.
‘There was a reason I went to talk to him. I don’t know why, 

but I needed to know why he always ate there. I’d already cho-
sen that place for tallying the two decades of cold debt. Plus 
interest. I had to be sure there was nothing about the place that 
could mess things up or even stop me. A far from proletarian 
sentiment.

‘And that brings us to the present day. Darko left again for 
Belgrade, with me following behind. I knew no one would check 
my bag at the border. I’d wrapped a pistol in a plastic bag at 
the bottom and, as I expected, I entered Serbia without any 
problems. I went to Slavija Square this morning freshly shaven 
and with my hair cut. Darko soon arrived. He ordered a gourmet 
hamburger, chips and a cola and took it all out onto the terrace 
on a tray, sat down and began to eat. I ordered only a large serv-
ing of chips, and no one noticed that I didn’t take off my gloves 
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when I carried it out to the terrace. I sat behind Darko’s back and 
watched him eat. I planned to liquidate him as soon as possible 
and then disappear. But I changed my mind as I watched him. 
He was enjoying every mouthful, so I left him to it. I let him cut 
up his hamburger, spread it with kajmak and wash down each 
mouthful with cola. I was feeling strangely benevolent, even 
though it wasn’t smart for me to sit there any longer than neces-
sary. The longer I sat, the more time people had to notice me for 
some reason, to look at me and remember me. When he spread 
the last mouthful with kajmak and put it in his mouth, I took 
out the pistol and rested it on my knee for a moment, just to 
catch my breath. Then I stood up. Darko swallowed his mouth-
ful, and even though his back was to me, I know he enjoyed the 
combination of hot minced meat and kajmak. He swallowed it 
but didn’t have time to regret that he’d finished his lunch. I shot 
him in the back of the head. He fell forward, and there was a 
commotion on the terrace. There were screams and the sound 
of tables being overturned. People went all brain-fucked, and I 
left the terrace and walked quickly around the corner, and then 
another. I put the pistol back into the plastic bag and caught 
a taxi to Zemun on the western outskirts. There I took the first 
bus to Nova Pazova. I got rid of the pistol and the plastic bag, 
calmed down and waited for this train.’

‘How did you get rid of the pistol?’ I had to ask.
‘I took it apart and threw it into a sewer. If anyone ever finds 

it, they won’t be able to link it to anyone. And if they connect it 
to Darko they’ll find it very hard to link it to me.’

I sat there, not knowing what to think. The fellow had just 
told me how he’d killed another man.

‘All nicely planned, all traces hidden – and then you tell me 
everything,’ I quickly summarised.

‘I’m not worried. I’m sure you sympathise. I’ve told you ev-
erything and I’m sure you understand. I had to tell someone. 
For a long time I planned to first remind Darko, to tell him who 
I was and why I was killing him. But then I realised it would bog 
me down. It would lead to arguments, pleas and denials. He’d 
offer to let me return the slap. He’d insist he only went into my 
sister’s room to search it. He’d go on and on about it. No, I knew 
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everything I needed to know. And then again, something in me 
makes me want to tell the whole story as best I can. That’s what 
I’ve done, and the rest is up to you,’ Matthew concluded, raised 
his hand in farewell, and left me alone again with the conductor.

Translated by 
coral petkovich
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‘Dejanović’s novel is more than 
just the tale of a forlorn, de-
spondent individual. John, 
Luke, Matthew and Mark are 
four passengers whom the 
conductor brings before the 
main protagonist like 
modern-day evangelists. 

Their stories, which contain a 
range of situations alluding to 
biblical motifs and metaphors, 
allow the author to open dis-
cussion of various social prob-
lems.’ 

Statement by the 
judges on the novel’s 

shortlisting for the Janko 
Polić Kamov Award

Večernji list  
newspaper

Vijenac 
magazine

‘Skilfully and unsentimentally, 
Dejanović brings alive univer-
sal emotions – love, the de-
sire for revenge, and the fear 
of death – and sets them in 
today’s Croatian reality with-
out recourse to ste-
reotypes. Unique, 
remarkable and at 

the same time archetypal sto-
ries of postwar tragedy speed 
along the Belgrade-Zagreb 
line, and even when derailed 
they seem to defy reality and 
keep travelling towards their 

punchline.’ 

‘In his novel Tickets, Please! 
Dejanović convincingly plays 
with prejudices, meanings, 
knowledge, beliefs and taboos. 
He is not keen on description 
but likes to ask ques-
tions and provoke an-

swers. Short and sharp, like a 
well-trained boxer who knows 
no mercy and has no time for 
literary affectation.’
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Milena Benini had no difficulty 
finding a publisher for Da En, the 
second book of her planned tril-
ogy (the third is due to come out 
in the autumn of 2016). It was dif-
ferent with the first part, Priestess 
of the Moon (Svećenica Mjeseca) 

– for lack of a publisher she put out 
the novel in weekly episodes on 
her blog. She gained many faithful 
readers, which was a compliment 
for her, because as a young girl 
she wanted to be like Marija Jurić 
Zagorka (1873-1957), the second 
most widely read Croatian woman 
writer, the first female journalist 
and a true feminist. Zagorka pub-
lished her historical adventure 
novels and love stories in instal-
ments in a newspaper supplement 
and enjoyed huge popularity, al-
though critics branded her writing 
as trash. Nearly half a century had 
to pass for her to be recognised 

and admitted to the Croatian lit-
erary canon. Let us hope it will 
not be the same for Milena Beni-
ni, although established literary 
criticism in Croatia still ignores 
the fantasy genre, even when the 
writing merits categorisation as 
literary or high fantasy. Looking 
back to her childhood, she says: ‘I 
wanted to be Roger Zelazny. Now I 
mostly hope one day I will become 
Milena Benini.’

“All the works of man have their 
origin in creative fantasy. What 
right have we then to depreciate 
imagination?” said Carl Gustav 
Jung, but fantasy is still searching 
for respect and a place in today’s 
consumerist world of the instant 
and ephemeral spectacle. That 
is possibly why not only fanta-
sy but the entire literary corpus 
known as speculative fiction has 
second-class status in the liter-

WHEN GODS AND 
HUMANS  

ALIKE ARE AT WAR:  
A high-fantasy novel 

inspired by the magical 
worlds of Illyrian, 
ancient Greek and 
Slavic mythology
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ary field. It therefore came as a 
surprise for many when Milena 
Benini’s Priestess of the Moon 
was shortlisted in the prestigious 
Tportal Novel of the Year competi-
tion:

”A fantasy novel is among the fi-
nalists for the first time in the 
seven-year history of the award. 
But Milena Benini has written a 
novel that can stand alongside the 
world’s best works of that genre. 
Rather than following the trend of 
setting the book in an imaginary 
world based on a foreign culture 
and tradition, she drew inspiration 
from the heritage and history of 
our region. Consistently following 
the rules of the genre, she has cre-
ated vivid, complex and convinc-
ing characters, an authentic plot 
and a world fleshed out in great 
detail. War is the backbone of the 
story; gods originate from ancient 
tradition; there is an elaborate 
system of magic that not only per-
ceives the world but also changes 
it, as well as imaginative ideas for 
everyday life in the different world 

– all these are definite strengths of 
Priestess of the Moon.“

But this was not a surprise for 
SF lovers because Benini is well 
known in the Croatian fan com-
munity, which has annual festivals 
(SFeraKon), award competitions 
and a publishing base. She won 
the genre’s longest-running award, 
SFERA, for the novel Chaos (Kaos, 
1999). Benini is not just a writer 

but also a translator, editor and 
active promoter of fantasy and 
science fiction. She has written in 
a range of sub-genres, including 
vampires in Zagreb.
Her trilogy about the priestess 
Kalaide, a woman brought up to 
assume responsibility and in-
structed in secret arts and com-
munication (above all with her 
goddess Matrielen, the mercuri-
al), and her seemingly ill-matched 
partner Enaor, a member of the 
mysterious people of the Ancient 
Ones, is not only an exciting sto-
ry easy to immerse oneself in but 
also a complex fantasy epic. The 
characters are unique, credible, 
and develop through their own 
adventures and the challenges 
of their environment. The fanta-
sy world, racked by wars and an 
inexplicably harsh winter, goes 
beyond the story itself. Together 
with the adventure of Kalaide and 
Enaor, the writer guides us with a 
sure hand through the conflicts of 
different peoples and schools of 
magic, remarkable landscapes and 
a maze of customs and cultures. 
Connoisseurs of the genre will be 
surprised to note that the story is 
not based on Anglo-Saxon or Nor-
dic myths, as is so common, but 
on Illyrian and ancient Greek tra-
dition. The deities are largely remi-
niscent of the gods and goddesses 
from Mount Olympus (unpredict-
able, vain, pugnacious, insatiable 
and pitiless), while the everyday 
life of the protagonists abounds 
in details from ancient Slavic and 
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Roman life. War is the motor force 
of destiny: war between peoples, 
between natures and ambitions, 
and between the gods themselves.
Even when war begins to abate, 
there is no peace for Kalaide. She 
bears a child from an impossible 
relationship, and the child’s father, 
Enaor, tries to find a secure place 
to live – safe from unexpected at-
tacks and sheltered from the se-
vere cold. One of the bewitching 
details in the book is their magical 
bond, which is stronger, deep-
er and more dangerous, but also 
more effective than a simple tele-
pathic connection. The initiation 
into this bond and its application, 
termed ‘reaching’, is absolutely 
tangible and compelling (similar 
resolutions seem banal by com-
parison) and becomes engraved in 
the reader’s memory. Growing from 
a timid novice priestess, who rea-
lises the world around her is col-
lapsing, into a woman who takes 
the initiative and gains confidence 
in her ability to influence her des-
tiny, Kalaide is a hero who embod-
ies Jung’s archetype of anima and 
animus. With mighty, manly Enaor, 
endowed with a warrior’s skills but 
still a romantic, the order is simply 
reversed: first animus, then anima.
Benini has the maturity not to let 
the fantasy dazzle her and lead 
her astray. She guides the reader 
through her world with sure style, 
rich lexicon and the discipline of a 
sorcerer’s apprentice.

CRITICAL REVIEW
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Walls on all four sides, and darkness. The kind of darkness that is not 
merely the absence of light; not night-time, or just a closed door. Dark-
ness that has never seen the light of day. Walled in. And the walls are 
thick, too thick to let in any noise at all, not even a hint of noise from 
outside. Other places have to exist, don’t they? But this place seemed 
too far away from anything to know them.

Kalaide awoke with a shriek and ran to a pair of comforting arms. The 
voice by her ear whispered: ‘It’s all right, you’re at home. It was just a 
dream.’

After the icy blackness of her dream, the very presence of another per-
son was enough to produce a wave of relief. She hugged the source of 
the voice firmly. 

Her brain was coming back to reality slowly and registered the soft-
ness of the shoulder she was leaning on. There was the familiar, domes-
tic smell of rosemary and freshly baked bread. She rubbed her eyes and 
sat down slowly.

‘Nastsila?’
‘I’m here, dearie. Everything’s all right.’
Following her instincts and experience with difficult and dangerous 

pregnancies, Kalmar’s wife had simply announced that she was going to 
sleep in the same room as Kalaide, regardless of what anyone thought. 
Though Kalaide didn’t like that idea at first, she had to admit it made 
sense: she had spent the first trimester in almost continuous nausea 
and cramps, and Nastsila’s presence was a help to her. And then the 
nightmares began.

Wiping cold sweat from her brow, Kalaide shook her head. Her room 
was dim; dawn had just made its first appearance on the horizon.

‘Thank you, Nastsila,’ she mumbled and reached for her house robe. 

Milena Benini: 
Da En

EXCERPT

ZAGREBAČKA NAKLADA, 2015
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She needed it: the cold had not let up yet. Kalaide sometimes wondered 
whether it would last forever. Had this long, senseless war maybe dam-
aged some essential element of their world and simply eliminated the 
possibility of summer?

‘You’re not getting up, are you? It’s still a while till morning.’
‘I’m thirsty,’ Kalaide responded. She took a look through the window. 

The sky was covered with clouds – all the same, silvery grey. Grey like 
Enaor’s eyes. 

She didn’t want to think about Enaor. 
‘Do you want me to bring you some water?’
‘No, thank you.’ She averted her gaze and squinted at the door. Grey 

or no, there would be enough light for her to go down without lighting a 
candle. They had too few of them to waste on things like that. ‘Sleep a 
little longer, Nastsila.’ She tried to force a smile. ‘Everything’s all right. I 
just want a little milk.’

Nastsila smiled back at her. ‘And nothing but milk will do, right?’
Kalaide nodded. Actually she would have liked to eat a few of Atastria’s 

apples, but the trees hadn’t produced fruit in quite some time. She would 
put some spice in the milk and a few drops of honey. It wouldn’t be the 
same, but it would have to do. 

Feeling much of the way in the dimness, she went downstairs to the 
kitchen and was surprised to see it was light there. Kalmar was sitting at 
the table in candlelight, hunched over a roll of papers covered in writing.

‘Kal?’ she asked, stopping in the doorway. ‘Is everything all right?’
Her brother gave a start, almost with an expression of guilt. When he 

saw her he smiled, but she saw that his smile was forced. 
‘Kala, what are you doing on your feet so early? Was it that dream 

again?’
She nodded and walked by him, opening the window. They were now 

keeping the aitors with milk in nets hanging from the window: it was 
more than cold enough to keep the milk from spoiling. She started pull-
ing an aitor out; Kalmar jumped up to help her. 

‘Here, let me do it.’ His smile took on a somewhat more natural contour. 
‘Nastsila would kill me if I let you do anything strenuous.’

Kalaide nodded absently and took two glasses out of the cupboard. 
‘Do you want some?’ she asked, raising a glass. 

He nodded and poured milk into both glasses. Kalaide set them down 
on the table and put a drop of honey into each. 

Kalmar put the aitor back into the net in front of the window and only 
smiled absently as he took his milk. Kalaide also put a pinch of dry mint 
in hers, along with a smidgen of cinnamon, and after just a moment of 
hesitation, just as much dried skin of one of Atastria’s apples. As she ex-
pected, it made the milk sour, but it tasted good, and made her feel good. 
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They could make yogurt like that too. 
Their creamery had stood empty for months: while the Ghards held Nar 

Reolis, they had not worried about making cheese. The goats were still 
there; the people in the surrounding villages were happy to care for them 
and milk them in return for some of the milk. The autumn’s kids were 
weaned, and in a few weeks there would be too much milk to drink. 

‘We should repair the creamery,’ she said quietly. 
Kalmar shuddered. ‘What?’
‘The creamery.’ From his expression, she could tell his thoughts were 

somewhere else. She understood him only too well. ‘We should repair it, 
otherwise we won’t have any cheese.’ The moment did not seem right to 
mention the new recipe she wanted to try out as well. 

Kalmar bit his lip. Then he gave a heavy sigh and showed her the doc-
uments he had been studying so hard. ‘Maybe not,’ he said. 

Kalaide took the roll of papers and looked at it. It was a letter, a private 
one, sent two weeks before, from Kaskhana. She recognised the hand-
writing without even looking at the signature: Vidoleon Boratonis Kula, 
Kalmar’s friend. And Laedor’s brother.

She did not want to think about Laedor.
‘What’s this?’ she asked with reluctance. If Kula was writing about 

Laedor, she would rather not read it; when she had told him what had 
happened and explained that she was pregnant, her former suitor did 
not take it well. He left for the capital and had not sent word since. She 
could still remember the embarrassment, disbelief and pain that had hit 
her when she told him. At that time she was still suffering from nausea: 
as soon as he turned and left she vomited everything she had eaten that 
day. She did not want to go back to that. 

‘Just read,’ Kalmar said without looking at her. ‘Please.’
She started reading reluctantly. The letter went on and on, on both 

sides of the paper: it was a sign of how bad the situation was, how frugal 
people had to be even in Kaskhana. 

The first part of the letter spoke about the power struggles in the sen-
ate, the jockeying that had begun when the ordinator had first proposed 
trying to negotiate a peace with the Ghards. Since then, Captor Flaraon 
had proved that the Kharai troops could overpower the Ghards – from 
Kastranion’s Finger to Natala, more and more territory was in Kharai 
hands – but the split in the triumvirate had only become deeper when 
the meductor died suddenly without a successor. The Council of Tem-
ples was still discussing who would be the next meductor and was 
clearly divided into two factions; the remaining two members of the tri-
umvirate were hardly on speaking terms. The Council of Provinces still 
functioned to a degree and worked to ensure the redevelopment of the 

EXCERPT
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destroyed territories, despite the unnatural winter that would not let up. 
Kalaide went to the other side of the table. All of that was bad news, 

but not unknown: Laedor had already had reports of fighting between 
Astinus and Flaraon when he brought in the unknown prisoner, before...

She bit her lip. Before everything, it seemed. She drank a little more of 
the spiced milk and sighed, laying her hand across her belly. The bulge 
was still small and couldn’t be seen under her wide chiton. It would have 
been hard to see even under the clothes she had borrowed from Astsinia. 

How silly she had been to try to wear them. A narrow black chiton and 
bright red stola were now in her dresser, washed and mended: times were 
too hard to throw clothing away, no matter what it was. But it was almost 
painful to think of the Kalaide who had ridden without a saddle, negoti-
ated with the Ghards, sewed up wounds in the middle of the woods, and 
tamed lions. 

And she got pregnant from one of the Elders, making love to him on 
the very night of the Summer Festival, when none of the unconsecrated 
would have dared see her, let alone touch her. Their lives had become so 
entangled in so many ways that at that moment she did not think about 
what day it was. And later, when she tried to beg forgiveness from Matri-
elen, they almost perished, all three of them. If it hadn’t been for Khori-
arkh, they probably would have. 

No. She did not want to think about that either. Nor about the Ghard 
god who had helped them for reasons of his own, still less about the 
‘three’, who hurt so much, who were so mistaken and impossible. Shak-
ing her head resolutely, she forced herself back into the text of Kula’s 
letter.

After a description of the political situation, he finally turned to pri-
vate matters. Kalaide read a few lines, tugging absently on the hem of 
her robe: Kula did not spare words when describing the state in which 
his brother had been when he arrived. Biting her lip, she raised her eyes 
and looked at her brother. Kula and Kalmar had been the best of friends 
since she had been little. If her breakup with Laedor had led to an end to 
that friendship...

‘Kal,’ she began uncertainly. He shook his head, looking away, some-
where past her.

‘Read it to the end,’ he said, his throat tightening.
Kalaide drank a little more milk and returned to the letter. Kula went on 

with very cautious words, pointing out that he had no idea what Laedor 
intended and warning Kalmar that none of all that reflected his own po-
sition. As she read, Kalaide frowned despite herself. Why on earth did he 
not get straight to the point?

And then she understood. Laedor had reported her pregnancy to the 
Council of Temples. If there had not been a dispute concerning the se-
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lection of the new meductor, a delegation would have already been on its 
way to Nar Reolis with the task of determining what this was all about.

Kalaide stopped reading. Her eyes were still staring at the letter, but 
she could not make out the words. She felt her heart beating powerfully 
and pressed one hand to her breast, almost afraid that Kalmar would hear 
it. She suddenly felt dizzy. She shut her eyes, forcing herself to breathe 
deeply and evenly.

Only when she was sure her voice would not waver did she speak: 
‘That’s not really surprising.’

Kalmar looked at her, frowning: ‘It’s not surprising?’
She shrugged, a gesture that was meant to show indifference. ‘Well, 

we knew we wouldn’t be able to hide it forever.’ Her throat was dry. She 
drank a little more milk. ‘I think someone had to notice sooner or later,’ 
she said with an uneasy smile.

‘Not in Kaskhana.’
‘Fine. Whatever.’ She felt dizzy again. She shook her head and took in 

a deep breath. ‘No, Kal,’ she said calmly. ‘I know what you’re thinking.’ 
Breathe, breathe. ‘We’ll think of something.’

‘We will, Kala, but what?’
She did not really have an answer. As a priestess, she could only bear 

Godraon’s child – conceived during the celebration of the Summer Festi-
val, a child that would belong to a temple from the first day of its life, that 
would never learn who its parents were, and that would spend its whole 
life serving the temple that took it. And the only way she could cease 
being a priestess would be for someone to bear a sacrifice to Matrielen 
for her and redeem her from the temple as his wife.

Who could only be a Kharai.
Driving that thought from her mind, she tried to think in an orderly 

fashion. Giving birth to a child of Godraon’s was out of the question. She 
knew what awaited such children, who had no family to protect them 
and give them love. And moreover, she would not be able to abandon her 
child without ever asking about it afterwards. Especially when she knew 
it was actually not Godraon’s. No.

But if she gave birth unmarried there would be a stigma on the whole 
Reolis family. Kalmar would lose his reputation. Nastsila would no longer 
be able walk down the road with her head held high. With the upheav-
als in the capital, someone might call into question their right to their 
property: they had received the order of the pomegranate owing to their 
military successes. The Reolises were not of noble stock. They could 
not trace their family tree back to the days of Tharaon. With a little effort, 
such a scandal could lead to a decision to revoke their standing, and 
with it all of their property. 

Six fishing villages around Reolis, and three more hamlets on their 

EXCERPT
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land. And all that now stood between them and serfdom or hunger was 
the work on the renovation of their villa, the herding of their goats, and 
maybe a renewal of their cheese production. If someone seized their 
property it would be months before anyone would even deign to speak 
to them, let alone allow them to make use of their fishing and trading 
rights. They could forget about the creameries right away. They would 
all go hungry.

‘No, we won’t,’ she said aloud. 
‘What?’ Kalmar asked and looked at her in surprise.
Kalaide took a deep breath. She had said this only to show her de-

fiance. But she knew she had to think of a way for them to keep their 
property.

‘They won’t take away our property,’ she said firmly. 
‘Maybe they won’t. But we won’t be able to keep the baby a secret. 

And...’ He suddenly stopped. ‘If... if we tell the council that it’s... Enaor’s...’
Kalaide lowered her head. ‘You could renounce me.’
‘True –,’ Kalmar stared at the table, ‘I could. But we would have a stig-

ma all the same. Even if you were willing to do something like that, it 
wouldn’t help us.’

Suddenly she was furious. ‘And what would help us? For me to pro-
duce a husband out of thin air?’

They both stopped and looked at one another. Kalaide slowly shook 
her head. ‘Unless...’ she mumbled, barely audibly. 

Her brother bit his lip. ‘I could sign all the papers.’
‘Can we get away with it?’
Kalmar took a deep breath. ‘No, we can’t. But I can’t see that we have 

any choice.’
Dawn was creeping in through the window. In a little while the chil-

dren who brought fresh milk would appear. It would be time to get the 
stove going and finish baking the bread. This was different from taming 
lions, but the hungry mouths around Reolis were no less real... and just 
as dangerous and demanding in their own way. Here and now. There was 
no room for that other Kalaide here. Maybe for some third one? That she 
had yet to find out.

She drew the belt tighter around her shoulders. ‘I’m going to get some 
grey cloth for my mourning dress,’ she said.
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‘Hey, Elder!’
Enaor turned towards Sorg without saying anything. That was how it 

had been for months: the Elder communicated little except for shrug-
ging his shoulders, nodding or shaking his head, and the Ghard had 
already grown accustomed to his silence. As he had grown accustomed 
to the opposite: occasional, feverish flurries of words that burst out of 
Enaor on some nights, which Sorg had very quickly learned to ignore. 
Every mention of the coming morning drove the Elder into several more 
days of still deeper and more impenetrable silence. 

‘I think we should stop,’ he said. ‘The animals are already tired. Be-
sides, I wouldn’t want to start into the swamp in the middle of the night.’

When Enaor nodded, Sorg raised his hand as a signal to halt. The 
small column behind obeyed.

Of the twenty-seven Ghards who had set off with Enaor at their head 
after the fall of Nar Reolis, only nineteen were left. One man had frozen 
to death on Kastranion’s Finger, an unforgiving mountain that killed two 
more in a landslide. They had lost three men crossing the Iet, when the 
bridge gave out under the weight of the ice and collapsed; they pulled 
one more out of the river but he died two days later from his injuries. 
And one man simply didn’t wake up one morning. 

At the sight of Sorg’s signal, the others immediately began their prac-
ticed routine of setting up camp. They set up the tents very quickly, in 
a circle; that was the only way of preserving some amount of warmth.

The further north they went, the harsher the winter became. Sorg was 
not sure how much this was due to nature – according to the calendar 
they were already in autumn and it was always colder in the north than 
in the south – and how much it was owing to the influence of magic, 
which had not given them a spring for two years now. But whatever the 
reason, Sorg did not believe they would make it much further. 

EXCERPT
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Enaor’s plan was to reach Felagel, a settlement of Elders that lay deep 
in the dark swamp covering the entire southern part of Orkhsarn. But 
now, after months of journeying, they were only at its edge.

Scanning the edge of the marsh that stretched before them, Sorg 
shuddered. He had already passed through Tha, the largest swamp of 
Kharaia, and it had not made an impression on him. But Orkhsarn was 
something different. In the murky light of early evening, the frozen sur-
faces of the wet ground sparkled like the innards of dead fish, and de-
spite the cold, the smell that emanated from there was not much better. 
As he helped set up camp, Sorg heard the mumbled words of the Ghard 
archers, and he knew no one was looking forward to what lay ahead. 

But he also knew that no one was thinking of giving up. After he had 
saved them from the fate of the other prisoners, Enaor had offered to let 
the men go their own ways and try their luck among the various hordes 
of refugees that the war had scattered throughout Kharaia. Not one of 
them took up the offer. Sorg was not quite sure why: Enaor was not an 
approachable, loud leader inclined to self-praise like those who ordi-
narily enjoyed the most success among the Ghards. But he put the wel-
fare of his men before his own, and it seemed that all of ‘Enaor’s archers’ 
were aware of this. They knew it was above all due to Enaor’s tireless ef-
forts that they had only lost four men when the bridge gave way. Though 
Sorg knew the Elder was much more resilient than the men, he could not 
keep from worrying as he watched him dive into the river for the third 
time in search of more survivors, at a temperature cold enough to freeze 
the blood on their wounds. Afterwards, all Enaor had to do was cast a 
glance at any one of the archers and they would all jump to their feet.

And it was as if the Elder was being driven onwards by some unseen 
hand; if Sorg and Khelair had not kept track of the time, he probably 
would have kept riding without ever stopping. It was as if he were hurry-
ing to get as far away from Nar Reolis as possible.

Or to get back as soon as possible.
Sorg did not quite understand what Enaor hoped to find in Felagel, 

and still less what was so urgent that he could not first await the birth of 
his own child. But it was clear that the Elder thought this was the only 
solution. 

Sorg did not venture to ask anything more. Not that it would have 
helped him if he had: Enaor hardly said anything anyway. If anyone 
asked a question he did not want to answer, he simply kept quiet. Every-
one quickly learned that Nar Reolis and all its inhabitants were among 
the things it made no sense to mention in his presence.

When he was satisfied the camp was secure, Sorg rubbed down his 
horse and covered it with a blanket, and then looked over at Enaor. The 
Elder was still in his saddle. His eyes were empty and his head was bent 
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to one side, as if he were listening. Sorg went up to him.
‘Elder?’
Enaor only half raised his hand. Sorg held his breath and waited. All 

the Elders had the ability to scan – something similar to what the Ghard 
shamans called seeing distances – and more than once Enaor’s scan 
was all that had enabled them to avoid a robber ambush or passing 
troops. From the corner of his eye, Sorg tried to see what condition his 
men were in. Khelair had started taking care of supper (it turned out the 
guardian of the wall was talented not only in magic but also in cooking) 
and the others were mostly sitting around the fire or taking care of their 
horses. No one had removed his sword.

These months had been gruelling.
Enaor leaned down in his saddle. ‘Someone’s in the woods around us,’ 

he whispered. ‘There are several of them, but I can’t tell what’s going on. 
Tell Khelair to go and check.’

Sorg nodded without a word and slowly went up to the Elder by the 
fire.

‘Enaor says there’s someone in the woods,’ he whispered. ‘He doesn’t 
know who it is.’

The guardian of the wall shook his hands, wiped them on the edge 
of his cloak, and stood up. Even with the reflection of the fire his hair 
was strikingly white, as if it refused to take on any colour at all. His face 
relaxed, his eyes closed. A moment later he shook his head.

‘I’m not sure,’ he said, frowning. ‘It’s like...’
And then it started. 
The creatures that rushed out of the darkness were human or near-

ly human in form and as tall as the Elders, but wrapped in messy, tat-
tered rags. They attacked in a large group, brandishing various weapons, 
ranging from looted Kharai swords and Ghard axes, to curved sabres 
from across the sea and even tree branches, and they howled with high, 
piercing voices that jarred one’s ears.

Sorg had to suppress the urge to cover his head with his hands from 
the shudder that those unhuman sounds caused in him. Now he real-
ised what they were up against and mumbled a quiet prayer to Orlarn, 
half convinced that they would not make it out of this battle. 

Any way out but dead.
Sorg had already seen them in combat and knew it was almost impos-

sible to stop them. They could be decapitated, run through and have 
their throats cut, and still they would keep rushing forward with undi-
minished strength, and their severed limbs would try to keep attacking. 
Not even the Elders could withstand an attack of the undead for long 

– and they had only two Elders with them.
Even before the first of the undead reached their little camp, an enor-

EXCERPT
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mous black shape rushed past Sorg. Enaor leaned down in his saddle, 
grabbing up a branch from the fire as he passed. 

‘Burn them!’ he shouted, galloping towards the front rows. ‘That’s the 
only way to stop them!’

Sorg obeyed without hesitation, grabbing the nearest burning branch. 
A commotion arose. Men took off running towards the fire. Someone 
knocked over Khelair’s pot. Embers hissed as they were extinguished. 

Sorg stopped at once, torn between the wish to go into battle and 
the fear of ending up without fire. Someone pushed him towards the 
undead. 

‘I’ll take care of the fire,’ he heard Khelair say. ‘You take care of Enaor.’
He waited no longer. Mechanically shouting his tribe’s battle cry, he 

started swinging the branch and rushed off towards the undead.
He quickly found himself surrounded by flashing moments of battle 

in the darkness. It was not hard in fact to overcome the undead, he re-
alised: as soon as they caught fire, their terrifying screams turned to 
painful, high-pitched squeals, and within seconds each was reduced 
to a twisted pile of ashes. But he also saw that there were many more of 
them than it had seemed at first. They appeared from all directions and 
pressed irresistibly onwards, stepping over the fallen as if they did not 
see them. 

It seemed to Sorg that he himself was screaming; he was not sure. 
His eyelashes had stuck together with blood and sweat. He swung his 
branch without looking, blindly, trying to free himself from the grip of 
an arm that had grabbed his ankle and was trying, bodiless, to climb up 
his leg. He managed to retreat up against a tree trunk, thus protecting 
his back, and saw Enaor surrounded by the undead, in a swirl of blood 
and fire. And then he was covered up completely by the dark cloaks of 
the creatures.

Khelair had not been joking when he told Sorg to take care of him.
Howling in fear, Sorg rushed forwards. He reached the spot where he 

saw Enaor for the last time and started savagely striking at the black 
shapes of the undead, struggling to see the Elder’s light skin through 
his sweat and tears and the darkness. 

Enaor was lying on the ground, with a dagger in his hand, and almost 
bit Sorg when he managed to grab him. Even in the darkness the flash of 
his eyes was violet, and strange. They stopped at once, frozen in place, 
looking at one another.

Enaor thrust his dagger over Sorg’s back, stabbing a black mass that 
was about to fall upon the Ghard. Sorg lost his balance and fell, and in 
the back of his mind he remembered that he dare not end up without fire 
and raised his arm with the burning branch above his head. 

Someone took his branch away. He heard crackling and hissing. An 
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arm lifted him up roughly and shoved him towards the camp. Getting up 
on his knees, he turned around. 

Enaor stood between him and five or six undead, holding a branch 
with both hands. Everywhere around them smoke and fog from the 
swamp blended into a greyish blur. And it was better that way, he real-
ised dully: he did not want to see that shambles by the light of day. The 
very breath of its air made him sick.

And then something thundered behind him... and he found himself in 
the midst of a fiery inferno.

He turned around, against his will. 
It was as if where Khelair had been standing the god of fire himself 

had appeared, one of those strange southern deities devoted to a one 
thing only. Instead of white locks, the guardian’s head seemed to be 
enveloped in flickering flames. Lightning bolts flashed from his out-
stretched arms.

‘Elder!’ shouted Sorg without thinking.
Enaor turned around. Unlike Sorg, he seemed to understand what was 

going on: without hesitation, he hurled himself sideways, making way 
for Khelair’s fire.

The undead almost exploded on contact with his lightning bolts. They 
quickly started running, hissing, casting away their weapons, crawling 
and running. Sorg was still shaking, trying to comprehend it all, when 
he became aware of an unusual silence. 

He felt something trickling down his temple and cheek, and instinc-
tively wiped at it with his palm. Blood. He was not sure whether it was 
his own.

Actually, he did not care. He felt it would be best to fling himself to the 
ground, in the middle of the snow, to close his eyes and sleep, hoping 
that the undead would not keep hunting him in his dreams. But he knew 
he could not allow himself that. If he only had the strength to stand up.

The snow by his feet crunched. A warm hand grabbed him under the 
arm.

‘Come on, Ghard,’ Enaor said, still out of breath. 
Sorg got to his feet with difficulty. Khelair was lying next to the fire in 

the snow. ‘Is he...?’ he asked, not daring to finish the question.
‘I hope not,’ Enaor mumbled. He went towards the guardian of the wall, 

himself still unsteady on his feet. ‘I have to think of a way to keep us 
from ending up here as food for the vultures,’ he added over his shoul-
der. ‘Find the survivors and bring them to the fire.’

‘I’m not sure there are any,’ Sorg laughed doubtfully.
Enaor did not turn around, but the sound he made could have been a 

short giggle.
Sorg dragged up five or six bodies before falling down on his knees 

EXCERPT
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himself, feeling that he would not get back up again so easily. His sight 
grew dim – again? Still? He was not sure – and his whole body was shak-
ing. Yes, it was cold, but he had become used to the cold, and had been 
exerting himself too. He should not have been trembling so much. 

He was vaguely aware that something was not right, but he did not 
know what. And he should have – Enaor had told him to do something 

– only he could not remember what. Something about the men who had 
fallen.

Really. Why were so many of them lying in the snow? It would have 
been better for them to be in the tents. They would be cold like this. As 
he was cold... Strange, but he felt a fire within himself, as if one of those 
lightning bolts had gone into his chest and was now blazing there.

No. He had to. Had to do something. He knew he had to. But what? 
What...?

Someone grabbed him by the arm, far from gently, and gave him a tug. 
He heard a voice mumble: ‘Oh no, Ghard. You won’t get away so easily.’ 
The voice was furious. Quiet. Hoarse. He turned those words over in his 
mind, asking why he had chosen them, as the arms pulled him upwards. 
He felt someone dragging him, and tried to assist, but his legs failed 
him. With his limp feet leaving ski-like tracks in the snow, he hovered off 
(could that really be?) towards a source of the light and warmth.

Fire! He was unusually proud of himself for remembering what it was 
called, and then the force that had dragged him that far let him fall onto 
something harder and drier than the snow. He caught sight of two blurry 
shapes above him and laughed: a black-haired head and a white-haired 
one, as in the tale.

Wait, how did it go? A black and a white sister, yes that was it. A black 
and a white sister, who lived in a house on the mountaintop. The black 
sister went out every evening and tended the moon sheep, and the 
white sister went out only during the day, and tended the sun sheep... 
He could not remember. Part of his brain wanted very badly to say 
‘crows’, but it made no sense to him. Who on earth, by Orlarn’s spear, 
kept crows? And why?

Another pair of hands raised him up a little and tried to get him to 
drink something hot and fragrant. He heard voices but couldn’t make 
any sense of them. It was like trying to keep crows:

‘He’ll pull through.’ It didn’t sound like a question but more like an 
order.

‘I don’t know, Enaor. The gash is on his head. I can’t cut it off if it gets 
infected...’

‘Then cauterize the wound. That’s what she does.’
Something soft was pushed into his mouth. He tried to bite down on 

it, and could tell by the taste that it was part of someone’s belt. At first 
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he tried to spit it out – you don’t eat that, you fool! – but the hands kept 
hold of him. That hoarse voice was saying something, and then the hard, 
relentless fingers grabbed him under the chin and on the right side of 
his forehead.

The pain was sudden, and so terrible that his mind refused to grasp it. 
He fell into darkness and dreamed of crows.

Translated by Stephen M. Dickey

EXCERPT
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‘A commentary on the destructive 
power of wars, which our part of 
the world knows only too well, but 
also an epic tale set in a parahis-
toric reality inspired by the Illyrian 
and Roman heritage. The novel’s 
world is built on local foundations, 
and its particular quality lies in 
the diversity and complexity of its 
heroes, who themselves often do 
not know if they are acting rightly, 
and if so, for the right reasons.’ 

— ART-ANIMA PLATFORM

‘Benini’s impressive corpus of 
writing makes her the most out-
standing representative of the 

“women’s new wave” of Croatian 
literary fantasy in the post-femi-
nist and post-activist context, al-
though the stylistic influence of 
earlier authors such as Ursula Le 
Guin, Iris Murdoch and Marion 
Zimmer Bradley is still discern-
ible. Her language is polished, 
postmodernist and progressive 
in style, and there is an explicit 
femininity to her fantasy worlds. 
This differentness is her vehicle 
for seeking a new perspective – a 
striving characteristic of fantasy 
literature – and her choice of sub-
genres takes her light years away 
from Tolkien’s matrix. If we also 
consider Benini’s air of humor-
ous detachment, this all together 
makes her a master of style and 
execution who demands a degree 
of competence of her readers.’ 

— UBIQ SCIENCE-FICTION JOURNAL

‘Milena Benini has been a pres-
ence on the Croatian literary 
scene for many years both as a 
theoretician and a translator, but 
primarily as an author with a dis-
tinctive style and a broad imag-
ination. In her short stories and 
novels alike, Benini presents her 
characters in a vivid, human light – 
they are always readily identifiable. 
Most of her stories are created in 
worlds removed from our everyday 
reality, and she allows her readers 
to construct their own interpreta-
tions, but there is still a degree of 
thisworldliness, which makes her 
works relevant and appealing.’ 

— ZAGREBAČKA NAKLADA  

PUBLISHING HOUSE
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ey to russia

In today’s globalised world, 
ever more people travel and write 
about their experiences, but trav-
el literature seems to have lost 
its previous power to inspire and 
to educate. In this context, and 
with the centenary of the Russian 
Revolution just one year away, it 
is worth revisiting one strand of 
twentieth-century travel writing: 
descriptions of visits to the early 
Soviet Union.

The best-know representa-
tive of this sub-genre in the En-
glish-speaking world is certainly 
John Reed’s Ten Days That Shook 
the World (1919), which gives a 
passionate eyewitness account 

of the Russian Revolution. An-
other noteworthy title is My Rem-
iniscences of the Russian Revolu-
tion (1921) by the later Labour MP 
Morgan Philips Price (1885-1973), 
who re-entered public aware-
ness in 2015 in obituaries for his 
daughter – the screenwriter and 
anti-racism advocate Tania Rose. 

Writers from continental Eu-
rope also pursued this genre. Two 
notable examples are Journey to 
Russia (Izlet u Rusiju) by the Croa-
tian writer Miroslav Krleža (1893-
1981) and The Masters of Deluge: A 
Journey to Soviet Russia (I maestri 
del diluvio: Viaggio nella Russia So-
vietica) by the Italian modernist 

The Russian Revolution 
a hundred years on: 

A unique literary 
travelogue by one of 

Central Europe’s highly 
acclaimed literary voices

critical review



102

5 books from croatia

Corrado Alvaro (1895-1956), pub-
lished in 1926 and 1935 respec-
tively.

It is perhaps a reflection of the 
Soviet Union having become an 
established feature on the geo-
political stage, and also an ex-
pression of the authors’ narrative 
talent, that both Krleža’s and Al-
varo’s travel books are written 
in a less propagandistic, more 
literary vein. Krleža had already 
gained his feet as a writer, pub-
lishing various reviews and his 
own short-story collection The 
Croatian God Mars (Hrvatski bog 
Mars, 1922) – one of his best-
known works alongside the nov-
el On the Edge of Reason (Na rubu 
pameti, 1938) – when he set off 
for a six-month stay in the Sovi-
et Union from late 1924 until the 
spring of 1925.

Although Krleža’s travelogue 
is not free of documentary ele-
ments and ideologically coloured 
views (he was a convinced Com-
munist at the time), the book is a 
truly inspired literary work, if not 

as polished as his mature mas-
terpieces.

Its structure is loosely chrono-
logical, beginning with his oner-
ous trip via Berlin and Riga. He 
goes on to give observations 
gleaned from walks through 
Moscow’s streets, visits to the-
atres and Lenin’s tomb, and an 
excursion to the far north. These 
‘touristic’ insights are punctuated 
by slower, more focussed sec-
tions such as a discussion with a 
former tsarist admiral or Krleža’s 
flashback to his years as a recruit 
in the Austro-Hungarian army, 
where two soldiers argue over 
the merits of the fledgling Rus-
sian revolution.

In one striking chapter, Krleža 
philosophises about the sense 
of smell and its significance, and 
goes on to describe his first ol-
factory impressions of Moscow, 
which are overwhelmingly nega-
tive. Other sections of Journey to 
Russia are ironic and even cynical 
in tone, especially when describ-
ing the racketeers who flourished 
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under the ‘New Economic Policy’ 
of 1921. But the book is largely up-
beat in mood, which lends itself 
to expressive language. Krleža is 
positive about the Soviet Union 
from the perspective of the mid 
1920s, although he soon became 
disillusioned in the Stalinist era. 
It is interesting to note that his 
youthful idealism is tempered 
in several chapters by pangs of 
homesickness and longing for 
the warm, bright world of the 
Adriatic.

Krleža was a highly eloquent 
writer, and his early work Journey 
to Russia bears some of the traits 
of the rich, almost baroque style 
he would later develop. Born into 
the disintegrating Austro-Hun-
garian Empire, Krleža was preoc-
cupied with the political, social 
and psychological complexities 
of his environment, and his per-
ceptions of the Soviet Union 
are informed by this sensitivity. 
Some may consider his works 
‘too Central European’ to appeal 
to readers unfamiliar with the 
particular cultural context, but 

Krleža’s contemporaries Kafka, 
Hašek and Musil have arguably 
achieved recognition precisely 
because of this ‘baggage’.

Journey to Russia is a unique 
literary travelogue relatively un-
known outside Croatia. Since it 
has not yet been translated into 
English, we are proud to present 
two chapters here.

critical review
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chapter 3: in the sleeping car from riga to moscow

Riga shimmered like the illuminated stage of a cheerful romantic 
opera with its play of greenish lights, with the mighty girders of its 
bridges – black galleons – and its tall Courlandic four-storey buildings. 
Snow was falling. The bells of sledges, streetlights wrapped in cotton 
wool, the laughter of passers-by, the snowball fights of children, the 
calls of the coachmen, the whistle and screech of engines beneath 
the glazed roof of Baltic Station, ladies with old-fashioned pelts over 
their shoulders, in fur hats, like portraits on Postimpressionist paint-
ings, Russian porters in white aprons, the call of Russian engines like 
the horn of a ship lifting anchor, the bright medley of lights, the shout-
ing of coachmen and the thronging travellers – all this flowed togeth-
er boisterously like a fairground scherzo from a bona fide Stravinsky 
ballet.

The Moscow train was ready and waiting at Moscow Station, heat-
ed and brightly lit, with liveried conductors busily putting fresh linen 
on the beds in the wagons-lits compartments. Russian sleeping cars 
are wider and more comfortable than international ones: here they 
serve tea, there is hot, running water in the washrooms so all the pas-
sengers can ‘rinse off the spilt blood’, and thick puffs of steam blow 
out from under the wheels, reducing the coefficient of fear before the 
incertitudes of the cold Russian night. In a word, these Russian coach-

forgotten gem 

Miroslav Krleža: 
Journey to Russia
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es stood before us at the beginning of the journey at the station in 
Riga like a promise full of illusions after my negative Lithuanian and 
Latvian experiences. The conductor of the coach, in a black Russian 
overshirt, assured us that a Russian dining car would be hitched to the 
train the next day in Zilupe on the Russian-Latvian border, and at the 
same time he explained to an Englishman the difference between a ‘lit’ 
and a ‘lat’. A ‘lit’ is the Lithuanian currency and a ‘lat’ is Latvian. Riga is 
the capital of the Republic of Latvia, and a lat is a little more valuable 
than a lit, but neither of them are worth very much.

The Kingdom of Serbs, Croats and Slovenes had not deigned to rec-
ognise Lithuania or Latvia, so I had to pay the Republic of Latvia around 
eight hundred dinars for a transit visa, with no right to sojourn. Tired 
from the trip and a sleepless night, yet curious to see the city Rich-
ard Wagner fled from because of his debts, I went to see the head of 
the rail-station police to get permission for a twenty-four hour stay. 
There, on the Baltic coast, I had the honour of convincing myself once 
more that policemen’s brains are disinclined to make even the slight-
est concessions. Was this some damn international rule? The Nordic 
giant sitting before me, a Mr Lotiš, like Wallenstein’s Bramarbas in 
the Thirty Years’ War, gnawed on a goose leg and explained to me in 
a mash of Latvian and Russian that I was asking the impossible and 
that my request was ridiculous. Unable to reach agreement with this 
gentleman, I resigned completely.

My thesis was that the esteemed Republic of Latvia, after having so 
amiably made me pay eight hundred dinars, could at least take me in 
on a stormy, snowy night. The antithesis from that big boor of a police 
officer was that the rulebook laid down clearly and logically what was 
allowed and what wasn’t; therefore he could not sign anything he had 
no right to. [...]

The ensemble in our coach was a colourful company made up of 
characters from all latitudes of our little globe.
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By far the most elegant personality among the passengers was a 
Persian minister – a man of dark brown complexion, with a distin-
guished Oriental air – who also had his entourage with him: two ladies 
and a fourteen-year-old boy, who proudly sported his grey bowler hat. 
The minister’s bodyguard cum servant, a colossus who could almost 
have been from the Balkans, served tea to him, the young master and 
the ladies, made coffee, shaved the minister, translated his orders and 
generally acted as an intermediary between His Eminence and the 
vulgar plebeian rabble, i.e. almost everyone else.

The compartment next to the Persian minister, who inhabited two 
singles with his son and the ladies like a kind of open apartment, was 
occupied by Mr Eierstangler, an industrial magnate and silk manufac-
turer from Shanghai, and his wife. Mr Eierstangler was returning from 
Berlin to Shanghai on the Trans-Baikal line with his secretary and wife 
after a three-month stay in Europe. Madam Eierstangler, with slanting 
Mongolian eyes and an endless mass of toiletries and gadgets (néces-
saires, vials and bottles, pads and pillows, rubber hot-water bottles, 
slippers, kimonos in a range of colours, etc.), was a boring and pam-
pered lady, most literally, who spent days on end lethargically leafing 
through an Ullstein illustrated magazine [...]. The Eierstanglers drank 
their own German mineral water, disinfected the water for washing, 
used Lysol, carbolic soap and alcohol, and searched all day for bed-
bugs, although, as if to spite them, not one critter dared to show a leg; 
the Eierstanglers had a real and terrible fear of typhus, dysentery and 
scabies, nibbled hygienically packed cookies, washed their hands in 
their own private rubber basin, and peeled and ate apples all day as an 
aid to digestion. To my subjective amusement, these millionaire hy-
pochondriacs played the gramophone all day, being experienced trav-
ellers skilled at killing time – and to think what gargantuan expanses 
still gaped before them, all the way to Manchuria! But they travelled 
in style in this ‘express’, and it was obviously not the first time they 

excerpt
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had laid solitaire, tra-la-la’d tedious German couplets, made their own 
lemonades and anxiously wrapped themselves in shawls, looking af-
ter themselves nervously and frenetically, as if they had been through 
some ordeal.

I shared the neighbouring compartment with a Russian NEPman. 
On the opposite side, in a single, there moaned and wheezed an old 
hypochondriac: an asthmatic who suffered from paralysis, tuberculo-
sis and generally ruined health, and was returning to China to die after 
spending a year at a German sanatorium. [...] He rummaged through 
his luggage, searching for little bottles of poisonous medicines, swal-
lowed dynamite and nitroglycerine, groaned all night in the corridor, 
struggled to open the double-sealed windows and basically behaved 
like one of those very dear and likeable travelling companions we don’t 
forget in a hurry, not only because of our manifest lack of Samaritan 
love for our fellow man, but also due to a certain cannibalistic logic: 
why is this living corpse hanging around and riding the trains when 
he’s a certain candidate for death – as if he was going to live forever – 
when he has every chance of being thrown out of the train like an old 
sack this side of Tobolsk.

As well as two or three Russians and a German aeronaut heading 
to Chita, the passengers in that coach included an Armenian jeweller 
from Salonika, a man in black silk pyjamas with an attractive French 
actress (returning from Paris), two English travelling salesmen and 
four German workers’ delegates on their way to the Plenum of the In-
ternational in Moscow. One member of their delegation had been tak-
en off the train by the German border police back in Eydtkuhnen and 
another was arrested in Riga. All four of them were big-boned, manly 
figures – delegates from the Ruhr miners and the Hamburg dockers; 
likeable, self-educated Party men, calm and austere, with the skill of 
logical argumentation, intelligent views on the international situation, 
and the fantastic naivety of the first revolutionary generation, which 
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had next to no appreciation of the gulf between political plans and 
their realisation.

When we crossed from Latvia into Russia and stopped at the Rus-
sian border post in Sebezh, the situation in our coach changed some-
what. The border police detained His Eminence, the Persian minister, 
and his entourage, which caused alarm in our audience of millionaires. 
On his own initiative, Mr Eierstangler threw a copy of the Berliner Tag-
blatt out of the coach, followed by a copy of the Rigasche Rundschau  
(a German daily that has been published in Riga for fifty-six years), lest 
the operatives of the GPU1 find him in possession of that counterrevo-
lutionary mouthpiece.

Mr Eierstangler’s nervous gesture was altogether superfluous be-
cause there was nothing in that rubbishy paper that could have made 
him feel the need to conceal his political compass. But he renounced 
his orientation within a minute of crossing into hell, just like Peter re-
nounced Christ in Caiaphas’s peristyle. And when a rooster sudden-
ly crowed in a henhouse somewhere in Sebezh, I couldn’t suppress 
an ironic smile at the expense of this low-life travelling companion. 
The Hamburg workers’ delegates, who had been treated as politically 
suspicious and made to get out at every station along the way to be 
searched, were relieved and delighted to see a young Red Army guard 
standing beneath the windows of our coach and looking on good-na-
turedly as the European travellers and foreigners threw newspapers 
out the windows to rid themselves of compromising political ballast. 
Madam Eierstangler, with the lacklustre aloofness of an unfriendly Si-
amese cat, now smiled benignly at the Hamburg delegates in a bid 
to strike up a conversation with them on various topics; she became 
very amiable, even intrusive, although mixing with the common riffraff 
had been furthest from her mind on the journey to Riga whenever she 

excerpt

—  
1 Gosudarstvennoye Politicheskoye Uchrezhdenie or State Political Administration, a body carrying out the complex 
functions of a police extraordinary commission (which Russians have nicknamed chrezvychayka, ‘the Extraord’).
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had had to pass through the plebeian coaches like a vision from Ha-
des. Madam Eierstangler offered her ‘dear and engaging compatriots’ 
English luxury cigarettes (‘Le Khédive’, from Egypt) and spoke to them 
about solidarity among travellers, who were linked by destiny on such 
a long journey; she declared herself a companionable and congenial 
lady – did I hear right? – and took a most avid interest in the life of 
Hamburg’s waterfront workers and the concerns of their union, which 
she sincerely hoped they would resolve to their utmost satisfaction in 
Moscow.

‘The impoverished waterfront workers in China do not enjoy any 
union protection, unfortunately, and that is entirely the blame of the 
British, of course, who have compromised the mission of the White 
Man in the Far East so completely and utterly...’

The jeweller, a Turkish Armenian from Salonika, explained that he 
was a native of Georgia and sympathised with the Party, and in fact 
he had been a kind of émigré since 1905. The Communists sent an 
incredible ten thousand Ford motor tractors to Georgia every year – 
things had really taken off there, by all accounts, and could no longer 
be stopped. He portrayed Georgia in such a rosy light that I felt an urge 
to see that promised land, which, as Karl Kautsky deplored, had once 
groaned under the Russian yoke. [...]

The pretty Paris actress suddenly produced a porcelain puff box 
with a blue ribbon painted on the lid, and this narrow band encircling 
a hammer and sickle bore the stylised words: ‘Proletarians of all coun-
tries, unite!’ Madam Eierstangler took an extraordinary liking to that 
puff box, especially to the decorative inscription on the top, and the 
lively blue made the slogan seem to float above the clouds... She took 
great interest in the possibility of acquiring such a charming puff box, 
which just goes to prove that even the most banal political propagan-
da can be executed tastefully, with artistic refinement.

At the station restaurant in Sebezh, Mr Eierstangler effused about 
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the great future of the Union of Soviet Socialist Republics, which was 
apparent not only to proletarians but equally to all the world’s capital-
ists.

‘There’s no point denying it: one day the Trans-Baikal line will have 
been brought to the same degree of perfection as the American ex-
press-train network, and when Mr Eierstangler can move his wares 
from Hamburg to Peking in fourteen days the British Empire (which 
the sly English chandlers in their puritan deceit call the “Common-
wealth”) will be forced to close shop...’

But all this cheap showmanship to avoid the light of day, so fatally 
reminiscent of little bugs’ attempts to hide from a lamp, was definitely 
surpassed by the NEPman.2 My compartment-mate had caught my 
attention back at the Lithuanian consulate in Berlin. Chubby and rather 
short, he later arrived at the station in his own limousine wearing a bea-
ver-fur coat and with a classy mistress at his side (also wearing beaver 
fur); this fellow spread an aura of self-confident, authentic affluence 
in the waiting room of the Lithuanian legation. The unknown lady in 
the fur coat accompanied him to the station (Friedrich-Strasse-Bahn-
hof); and there he was again in the corridor of the international coach 
last night, in printed silk pyjamas with a colourful, foliate Louis Quinze 
flower pattern. He travelled to Riga in a single, but now he changed to 
a modest, second-class, two-berth compartment together with me. 
And there he was with an old man, a bearded Russian porter, talking 
about conscience and rates of pay and addressing the impoverished 
fellow in a condescending, would-be ‘comradely’ way, like a noble 
chatting with one of his serfs back in the days of Tsar Alexander.

‘What’s your rate of pay?’
‘Two lats, your grace.’

excerpt

—  
2 A NEPman is a benef iciary of the ‘New Economic Policy’ of 1921; the term has more or less the same meaning 
as grafter, conman, smuggler and contrabandist. The word has become international because I even heard the 
expression ‘Neplokal’ being used in Berlin to refer to the clubs of war prof iteers and currency smugglers.



112

5 books from croatia

‘But what does your conscience say you should be getting, com-
rade?’

‘It’s got nothing to do with conscience, sir. Two lats is what I get!’
‘Your conscience, old boy, should tell you that half a lat is quite 

enough for you. There, you scoundrel, that’s all you’re getting. Now 
sheer off! What do I care about your rate of pay?’

So one ‘comrade’ gave another half a lat, prompted by his ‘con-
science’, and then he started lamenting to the conductor of the coach 
that humanity had lost every moral compass and that the bandits here 
were out to fleece people at any price. I noticed that he boarded the 
Moscow-bound train in Riga without his beaver-fur coat and without 
his first-class suitcases covered with costly deerskin. Since I was in 
the top bunk, I saw in the mirror that he crossed himself before sleep-
ing. The same actor who said goodbye to his mistress at the station in 
Berlin with an affectionate, ‘A bientôt, à tout à l’heure’, who changed 
into a collarless black shirt in Riga and who crossed himself before 
going to sleep also bought all the Moscow newspapers and journals 
to see what was new at home because allegedly he hadn’t been back 
for six months. He was a specialist in public insurance and had been 
in the West for advanced training, he said.

‘You can’t imagine how heart-warming it is to be back! How good 
it is to see “USSR” on the coaches in Russian. And how spirited the 
papers are here – there’s no other press like it on earth... Just look 
at Bezbozhnik here. Is there a wittier atheist review anywhere in the 
world, I ask you? It really packs a punch and comes down hard on the 
NEPmen and other parasites in the Soviet system. It’s good and in-
vigorating, like a tonic or a bracing northerly – it’s healthy! Do have a 
look. And our coaches here: “USSR”, wonderful, it’s enough to make a 
grown man cry!’

He admired the country’s name on the side of the coaches, read 
Stalin’s lead article in Izvestia with delight and acted like an out-and-
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out enthusiast of the new order, which he served eagerly and energet-
ically, oh yes. Later I found out that my travelling companion was one 
of the big smooth operators of recent years and that he excelled at 
marketing Russian products at dumping prices in the West.

All of us met in the dining car and feasted on caviar, fish fillets au 
gratin on silver platters, game with savoury sauces, and puddings. We 
drank tea and ‘Yessentuki’ mineral water from the Caucasus, vodka 
and cognac. We smoked elegant, mild Russian cigarettes and listened 
to Mayakovsky on the phonograph. These were no longer the bordello 
songs from Mr Eierstangler’s small portable phonograph, and it was 
no longer the hullabaloo of a jazz band – this was the authentic Maya-
kovsky, in the deep baritone of an old-fashioned reciter, from the horn 
of the old-fashioned phonograph in the dining car; Mayakovsky, who, 
like Mephisto, scoffs at the bourgeoisie and seems to foresee a better 
day dawning ‘for all comrade folks’ on this unhappy planet.

excerpt
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chapter 11: the coming of spring

At dawn, while the walls still held the blue of night, someone 
plucked a mandolin in the courtyard. Two or three notes and a long si-
lence. Again two or three notes of the mandolin and, as if from afar, the 
hushed voice of a singer, sorrowful and barely audible. Then a coach 
thundered past on the granite cobbles and its sounds receded in the 
direction of Lubyanskaya Square; solemn silence reigned again, like 
on a great holiday. Above Maroseyka Street and ‘B Boulevard’ (whose 
dilapidated houses date back to Peter’s times), the sound of the ear-
ly-morning bells spread outwards in a vast, quivering circle over the 
flat, stony vistas of the City to the faraway, deep-blue horizon, wood-
ed and rippling. Above the golden domes of the churches and the open 
windows shining in the morning light, the gentle ringing hummed in 
the telephone wires like a zither; suddenly the wind swirled up in a 
spiral of dust and, like in a lively scherzo, dropped its gritty load onto a 
little, black, curly-haired dog, which started barking and ran along the 
fences.

Mornings are quiet in Moscow’s parks, where the wind whirs in the 
tops of the pine trees; the grass is soft and lush, and the water in the 
mirroring lakes glistens in the grey half-light beneath the clouds – low, 
warm and heavy like wineskins. Through the reddish boles of the pines 
and the lyrically weeping birches peered the brutally hard wall of a fac-
tory, and a woman dressed in black, sombre in appearance, plodded 
along the avenue slowly and solemnly; carefully, with both hands, she 
carried a kerchief of consecrated Easter cakes like a holy object. [...]

The sound of piano scales came in through the open window. A 
sickly young woman, her face pale green and her head in a bandage, 
watered geraniums on the windowsill and water splashed down onto 
the sidewalk. A corpulent peasant girl with smoothed-down, straw-
like hair and a red kerchief beat the morning bell with monotonous 
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swings in a stout, light blue bell tower beneath a stone dome: ding-
dong, ding-dong... A tabby cat woke up, stretched and licked the fur 
of its soft paws in a shoemaker’s window between tools, strips of 
perforated leather, glue and cord. In the display of an old-fashioned 
pharmacy, plaster figurines of Aesculapius and Lenin, white and dusty, 
stood among anti-worm candies and red and green glass balls, pas-
sively contemplating the goings-on through the dazzling glass [...].

Spring arrived in Moscow that morning with a smile and a loud 
laugh, like the cheerful clashing of cymbals in martial parade music. 
Cascades of yellow sunlight and warmth spilled through the boule-
vards and wide streets of the city centre. But it was still cold in the 
courtyards of the towering, red-brick apartment blocks, in the shade 
of their tall and cheerless walls, where men cut ice with axes; the thick 
slabs cracked beneath their blows and were loaded onto carts.

A lively scene unfolds meanwhile in another part of the city, on 
Strastnaya Square, where golden domes shine and red balloons waver 
high in the air; women, babies in prams, monuments on the prome-
nades, horses, cats, passers-by – all this seethes and swirls and shines 
in joy and excitement. Nickel samovars steam at Smolensk Market, 
where crowds of bareheaded women in colourful skirts buy flour, nee-
dles, vegetables and meat; bootmakers repair the shoes of passers-by, 
pungent butchers’ stalls creak beneath piles of red, bloody meat, and 
three blind men sing a Ukrainian folk song to an accordion. Between 
pyramids of large, white Kievan eggs there are tubs of butter from 
Vologda, ready-plucked hazel-grouse, huge fish from the Volga, lard 
and bacon in colourful display, mimosas, the first flower of spring, and 
cigarettes; an ocarina weeps.

The grey-blue morning sun of April is the basic leitmotif as it spills 
over the slabs of asphalt, the faces of sooty icons, and the wet snouts 
of playful dogs barking and running around restlessly. The sun’s rays 
stab the frozen hands of the passers-by and raise the temperature in 

excerpt
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the soft fur of the first buds; the massive, Empire-style iron fences from 
the time of the boyars with their meanders, tsarist fasces and rusty 
rosettes, as well as doorknobs, gate handles, coins and all metal ob-
jects, which yesterday were still so icy to touch, have now all become 
friendlier and warmer from the sun’s fire. Freshly painted barges rock 
on the waters of the Moskva River and smell of turps and tar. Trucks 
rumble by, overloaded with leather and wooden beams; old women 
kneel before the locked doors of churches; clouds sailing on the clear 
aquamarine sky, featherbeds and carpets being dusted in open hous-
es, red flags in the easterly wind, migratory birds in triangle-formation 
high above the city, the shouts of children and the babble of grey, tur-
bid thaw water in the dazzle of spring light – all this grows and drones 
in a crescendo’ing chorus. 

The easterly breeze plays on the streets of Moscow: from the deep 
blue forests, across the ploughed fields to the telephone wires, every-
thing hums in the restless wind. It flaps the red flags, rustles the Chi-
nese and other advertising banners strung out across the streets like 
sails, whirls the dark red kerchiefs of the girls, lifts their skirts, whistles 
among the graves and antennae, and carries masses of little white 
clouds across the clear sky to cheerfully greet all ‘comrade folks’, just 
as white handkerchiefs wave to ships leaving harbour. The wind rocks 
metal signboards and weathercocks, drives the flocks of sparrows and 
plays with their chirping. It giggles to the children to let fly their kites, 
raises rubbish and scraps of paper above the grey and dusty roads as a 
sign of mirth and morning greeting. Everything is in motion, ever swift-
er and wilder: freshly lacquered red streetcars, red-green-and-yellow 
painted gingerbread houses on the walls of the fortress, aeroplanes in 
the grand blue above and carters in green Tatar caftans, factory sirens, 
chimneys and train stations. People smell Crimean apples, and the 
warm aroma of chocolate from a confectioner’s shop mixes with the 
sweetish odour of cars’ petrol and bitumen fuming on the footpath 



117

m
iroslav krleža – journ

ey to russia

beneath the tools of the pavers. [...]
I sat in the park of the Institute of Chemistry and was fascinated by 

the coming of spring. Never had I yearned for it as deeply as this year, 
and never had I followed its approach, inch by inch. Longing for a rich, 
warm spring, in my mind’s eye I departed at the beginning of February 
(when the fogs hung thick and heavy here), seeking the Adriatic and 
the sun. I stayed up all night in the railroad coach in sleepless antici-
pation of the south and the spring light; it dawned when we arrived in 
Plase, near Rijeka. The stars went out above the rugged range of Istria, 
and the sea was dreaming, as white as milk, beneath the grey horizon-
tal of the Kvarner Gulf. The lighthouses of Sveti Marko and Malinska 
were still blinking, and the islands launched into the water like pon-
derous, black, antediluvian turtles. Out across the Kvarner Gulf, on the 
diagonal, a light on a mast moved slowly and steadily: the ship’s bow 
pointed towards Velika Vrata, with Brseč and Plomin ahead, beneath 
the tall Liburnian Hills, and a little further was the open sea.

All of us suffer from the illusion that we can depart our old, squalid 
harbours with their stagnant green water and garbage for a place far, 
far away, where bright horizons of space are open to us and where ev-
erything is crystal clear and sunny. All of us like to believe there exists 
such a serene land, where we might put ashore and cleanse ourselves 
of our life’s fogs and burdens. [...]

In our sad age fraught with political troubles, Europeans delude 
themselves with a romantic yearning for unknown tropical lands, as if 
India today were not a political penitentiary and industrialised prison 
like Europe. Or as if the streets of China were not aflow with blood, and 
as if Asian bankers and feudal lords did not puff on thick cigars while 
overseeing armies of living corpses – emaciated workers who sell their 
skin by the same laws as the wage slaves in the mills and foundries of 
Černomerec, Podsused or Trbovlje. All this happens on one extremely 
small globe, and the time has come for people to take this shiny little 

excerpt
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planet into their hands and cleanse it of blood, suffering and misery. 
All the yearning to put ashore on happier continents belongs to a pre-
historic mental epoch, the pre-Leninist age before the discovery of the 
Sixth Continent, the USSR.

So it was that I basked in the February sun on Baross Quay in Ri-
jeka, looking at sailors’ dirty washing on a grey Italian warship and 
yearning for the Sixth Continent in that vision of the south. The bells 
of Rijeka’s streetcars rang faintly in the distance and a dark orange sail 
slowly glided out from Brajdica Harbour in the spring silence beneath 
the green, copper dome of Rijeka’s theatre; it was spring, but I longed 
for the northern Sixth Continent, the USSR. And here now in the land 
of wolves and samovars, having really put ashore on that Sixth Con-
tinent, I started to pine uncontrollably for the real, authentic, ideal, 
clean spring of the Kvarner Gulf. How very puerile, how preposterous 
and whimsical!

Here I sit in the garden of the Institute of Chemistry, watching Mos-
cow in the sunlight with its gasholders, factory fences, chimneys, new 
buildings and scaffolding. The sound of a brass band comes on the 
wind from afar, strains of the Rákóczi March, and in that instant the 
city strikes me as a metropolis, like all big cities on this civilised, pov-
erty-stricken planet. People are tired after work, throw copper coins 
into orchestrions, snack on dry rolls, drink vodka, and the landscape is 
joyless, yellow and sandy. But here, in the middle of the park, stands 
the Institute of Chemistry with its test tubes and bright, sunny, lino-
leum-clad corridors, all washed and shiny clean, as the scientific insti-
tutes of the twentieth century are [...]. Large, engraved slabs of marble 
bear the gold-lettered names of Mendeleyev, Lomonosov and Mech-
nikov, and everything is defined and clearly classified under its own 
number and formula in showcases or processed in tables.

Humans are extremely clever creatures, and just as they have or-
dered, listed and classified everything in this Institute of Chemistry, 
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so too they will order, list and classify everything else that calls for 
it all over the world. Export and import will be brought into balance, 
and all the statistical tables will be a thousand times richer and more 
impressive than today. There will no longer be wars or premature 
deaths, nor British pounds or American dollars, nor the ruinous, mag-
netic games of the great powers. But in the shadow of the most exact 
scientific insights there will still be confused and capricious folk who 
secretly listen to the wind buffeting the branches before the coming 
of spring... They will be the shame and disgrace of the institutes of 
chemistry, but, obliviously, they will listen to the grass growing in the 
garden beds and the wind whispering to the cherry blossom. These 
crazy characters will contemplate the chirping of the sparrows and 
the flight of clouds with attentiveness worthy of respect. They will 
sense the sorrow of spring, conscious that people are enchanters 
of serenity, of deep blue perspectives in the noon of spring. Which 
means nothing other than an enchanting torrent of images and im-
pressions, a cascade of colours, smells and sounds, which plunge 
roaring into nothingness. People move like an avalanche of colours, 
smells and sounds, and their yearning is just one of the innocent illu-
sions that events have some semblance of meaning.

Translated by  
Will Firth

excerpt
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Miroslav Krleža (1893-1981) was a leading 
Croatian writer and prominent figure in the 
cultural life of Yugoslavia both before and af-
ter World War II. He was born in Zagreb, then 
part of the Austro-Hungarian Empire, and 
sent to the Eastern Front in World War I as 
a common soldier. Krleža became a driving 
force behind a number of leftist literary and 
political reviews. He was a member of the 
Communist Party of Yugoslavia as of 1918, 
only to be expelled in 1939 because of his 
unorthodox views. Krleža’s diverse and sub-
stantial oeuvre includes four novels, a gamut 
of poetry, novellas and short stories, as well 
as dramas, essays and memoirs. He has of-
ten been proclaimed the greatest Croatian 
writer of the 20th century. Part of his enduring 
appeal lies in his fusion of a distinctive Croa-
tianness (including a preoccupation with is-
sues of national identity) with participation 
in the broad European avant-garde move-
ment. Scandinavian drama, French symbol-
ism and Austrian-German expressionism 
were among his formative influences.

Additional information

translations: 
Krleža’s works have been widely 
translated. Three of his four nov-
els and a smattering of his other 
works are available in English, 
but he is definitely ‘undertrans-
lated’ in English compared with 
other major European languages.

translation rights 
available from: 
Croatian Academy of Sciences 
and Arts 
phone: +385 1 48 95 111 
email: kabpred@hazu.hr 
web: www.hazu.hr

novi liber was founded by 
the writer and politician Slavko 
Goldstein around the time 
of Croatian independence 
in 1991. It publishes mainly 
dictionaries and classics of 
Croatian literature and issued 
a ten-volume special edition 
of Krleža’s works for the 120th 
anniversary of his birth (2013). 
In 2015, Novi Liber became an 
imprint of the long-established 
publisher and bookseller Znanje.

read more
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‘Orthodox literary critics in both 
Belgrade and Moscow made 
sure that Krleža’s travel notes 
about Russia were considered 

“suspect”. A dark shadow hov-
ered over this slender book. But 
it is an honest and intelligent 
work: the Croatian writer pres-
ents a vivid, contrast-rich picture 
of Moscow in the spring of 1925, 
combined with observations 
about his homeland and other 
European cities, which are not 
without interest. It is almost as if 
Krleža the prose writer, with his 
dense baroque style and a fancy 
for the details, shapes, colours 
and smells of the objects he de-
scribes, comes under the critical 
gaze of his sober, sardonic alter 
ego – Krleža the publicist.’ 

– inostrannaya literatura

‘Krleza is a shrewd observer of 
man as social animal, and his wry, 
sardonic style fits cleanly into the 
Eastern European tradition of bu-
reaucratic satire by the likes of 
Kafka, Karel Capek and Jaroslav 
Hasek.’ 

– publishers weekly
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‘Krleža is a Renaissance man in 
the force of his personality, the 
breadth of his knowledge, his 
openness of mind and his insa-
tiable curiosity. To say that his 
knowledge is encyclopaedic 
runs the risk of misleading the 
reader, who might think of some 
vast dictionary, a frozen reper-
toire of adventures of the human 
mind. Krleža’s knowledge is lived, 
transformed into living matter: in 
his very being he presents a sum-
mary of civilisation.’ 

– combat

read more
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