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Introduction

Nadeem Aslam

I read this brilliant and moving book when it was first published in 1995, and since then I have returned to it every year, coming to know the characters intimately as friends, perhaps even family. Its pages are the finest testament to everything I hold dear, and it proves John Berger to be one of the world’s most commanding and powerful writers.

The ancients believed – the book’s blind Greek narrator tells us – that the first act of creation was the separation of earth and sky and this was difficult, for earth and sky desired one another and had no wish to separate. Around the Italian coastal village of Gorino, the land has become water to stay as close as possible to the sky, to reflect it as in a mirror.

And Gorino is where the wedding of the book’s title will take place. The bridegroom is a young man named Gino, who makes his living by selling garments from market stalls. Shortly before the wedding, his father contemplates murdering his son’s bride-to-be. He feels the crime is necessary, and he even imagines being put on trial afterwards.

The young woman whose death is being considered is Ninon. Through the course of this book we follow Ninon’s mother in Bratislava, and her father on the French side of the Alps, as they begin their separate journeys to the wedding. Ninon’s father-in-law’s voice is just one of the many voices and many stories that interrupt the twin journeys – voices and stories that belong both to the present and to the ancient past.

In scene after scene we see Berger’s magnificent gifts as a prose stylist. There are precise reminders of everyday human activities. (A man, maybe slightly drunk, goes out to write his beloved’s name in giant letters on the roads and hills of his village one night. He takes with him a tin of paint and a brush and a screwdriver – this last seems surprising only for a fraction of a second, until we remember that he will need it to prise open the lid of the tin.) There is an acute awareness of the natural world – simultaneously estranging and familiar. (A marmot’s bones ache after it wakes from hibernation, Berger says; we have never thought about it but, of course, they must.) And Berger’s dialogue is beautifully judged. Jean, Ninon’s father, stops his motorbike at one point to talk to a shepherd on the roadside, and the dozen or so sentences they exchange have a marvellous comic pitch.

Farther down the road, Jean Ferrero enters a museum housing a beautiful Greek necklace, and he wishes to steal it to give to his daughter as a wedding present. It is a shocking moment, one of the many in this book. Nothing we have been told about him would have made us think he would contemplate this theft. But then we remind ourselves that Ninon, his daughter, the bride-to-be, is HIV-positive. She contracted the virus through a casual sexual encounter, and according to specialists she now has only three or so years of normal existence before her. We remember that in the enormity of grief, when nothing makes sense, we can think and do things that do not make sense – least of all to ourselves.

The novelist and critic Geoff Dyer once said of Berger that he ‘reminds us of what most contemporary writing would have us forget, which is that great writers are distinguished, ultimately, by the quality of their humanity.’ And this humanity – by which I mean a constant awareness of the sadness and cruelty of life, of the terrors and confusions that can lead even the sanest of us into making uncorrectable mistakes, an awareness as well of the big and small things that bring us pleasure – is on display in this book as on every page Berger has ever written. To the Wedding and the subject of AIDS fit perfectly in an oeuvre that has dealt with the dispossessed of all kinds, from the plight of migrant workers to the hardship of peasant life. As early as 1940, Berger says, he’d discovered that he ‘wanted as little as possible to do in this world with those who yield power. This has turned out to be a lifelong aversion.’ It’s this that makes him a writer like no other today.

Ninon’s HIV-positive status is why her future father-in-law wishes to murder her: it is another shock, but Gino is desperately in love and is insisting on marrying Ninon despite the illness, and in a moment of madness his father wishes to spare him years of heartbreak.

But here is the advice that Gino is holding on to:

[M]arry her. You’ll be marrying a woman, not a virus.

There is a word for this kind of writing, for this kind of wisdom and understanding. It’s grace.

While Ninon’s father is riding his motorbike, her equally grief-stricken mother is on a coach from Bratislava. She is Zdena, and she is an intense, intelligent and perhaps somewhat brittle woman; perhaps she has become distant over the years because of the sad history of her part of Europe. Before embarking on this journey Zdena has had her hair styled – The better I look, the less I will give Ninon to worry about, she thinks, unbearably. On the coach she begins to talk to the man sitting next to her. And the sixteen pages of their conversation (from here to here, and then from here to here) are some of the truest, most brilliant and most vital things I have ever read. There are times when I even believe that they contain everything I will ever need to live on this planet as a decent human being. A DNA and a sacred text. A guidebook and a song of comfort. The man asks Zdena where she is going and she tells him the truth, shows him a photograph of Gino: the man says that Gino has the look of someone who has never learnt to count.

Zdena says: If he sells clothes at a street market, I’d have thought he could count!

Prices, yes, consequences, no.

That’s why I say crazy, he doesn’t know what he’s doing.

He knows exactly what he’s doing. More than you or I know what we are doing.

The clarity here is astonishing. In the wake of these words life spreads out in all its possibility and wonder.

Zdena asks the man for advice.

What will I tell her when I see her? I can’t bear lies. All my life I’ve fought against lies – to my cost . . .

There is no need to lie. What’s needed is calm.

These simple words are just what we need to hear when despair and bewilderment threaten to engulf us. What’s needed is calm. All we can say in response to them – in response to this advice, this book, to all of John Berger’s writing – is:

Thank you.

Nadeem Aslam, 2008







Wonderful a fistful of snow in the mouths

of men suffering summer heat

Wonderful the spring winds

for mariners who long to set sail

And more wonderful still the single sheet

over two lovers on a bed.



I like quoting ancient verses when the occasion is apt. I remember most of what I hear, and I listen all day but sometimes I do not know how to fit everything together. When this happens I cling to words or phrases which seem to ring true.

In the quartier around Plaka, which a century or so ago was a swamp and is now where the market is held, I’m called Tsobanakos. This means a man who herds sheep. A man from the mountains. I was given this name on account of a song.

Each morning before I go to the market I polish my black shoes and brush the dust off my hat which is a Stetson. There is a lot of dust and pollution in the city and the sun makes them worse. I wear a tie too. My favourite is a flashy blue and white one. A blind man should never neglect his appearance. If he does, there are those who jump to false conclusions. I dress like a jeweller and what I sell in the market are tamata.

Tamata are appropriate objects for a blind man to sell for you can recognise one from another by touch. Some are made of tin, others of silver and some of gold. All of them are as thin as linen and each one is the size of a credit card. The word tama comes from the verb tázo, to make an oath. In exchange for a promise made, people hope for a blessing or a deliverance. Young men buy a tama of a sword before they do their military service, and this is a way of asking: May I come out of it unhurt.

Or something bad happens to somebody. It may be an illness or an accident. Those who love the person who is in danger make an oath before God that they will perform a good act if the loved one recovers. When you are alone in the world, you can even do it for yourself.

Before my customers go to pray, they buy a tama from me and put a ribbon through its hole, then they tie it to the rail by the ikons in the church. Like this they hope God will not forget their prayer.

Into the soft metal of each tama is pressed an emblem of the part of the body in danger. An arm or a leg, a stomach or a heart, hands, or, as in my case, a pair of eyes. Once I had a tama on which a dog was embossed, but the priest protested and maintained that this was a sacrilege. He understands nothing, this priest. He has lived all his life in Athens, so he doesn’t know how
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