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PRAISE FOR GEORGI GOSPODINOV

‘A writer of great warmth as well as skill’

Guardian

‘Georgi Gospodinov is unique in many ways. I’ve been reading him since the beginning and I know that no one can combine an intriguing concept, wonderful imagination and perfect writing technique like he can’

Olga Tokarczuk, author of The Books of Jacob and winner of the Nobel Prize in Literature

‘Georgi Gospodinov is one of the most interesting and innovative writers of this century’

Camilla Grudova, author of Children of Paradise

‘Gospodinov is one of Europe’s most fascinating and irreplaceable novelists’

Dave Eggers, author of A Heartbreaking Work of Staggering Genius

‘Clear-sighted, foreboding, enigmatic’

Sandro Veronesi, author of The Hummingbird

‘Gospodinov, one of Bulgaria’s most popular contemporary writers, is a nostalgia artist. In the manner of Orhan Pamuk and Andreï Makine, his books are preoccupied with memory, its ambiguous pleasures and its wistful, melancholy attraction … This difficult but rewarding novel concludes with an image of Europe brought to the brink of renewed conflict – an abstraction that recent events have imbued with the terrible force of reality’

Wall Street Journal
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Is the Bulgarian word тъга (taga: sorrow, melancholy) truly translatable? Are we, and our childhoods, translatable? Our bodies? And how are we to translate what never happened to us?

Some smuggle cigarettes, others alcohol – or weapons. Our contraband, being invisible, is more dangerous. Our contraband is undetectable by scanners. The excess baggage that we conceal is stories, our own and those of others. I come from a place where people are accustomed to holding their peace, or to recounting their stories in secret. A place of unarticulated тъга – vast hidden fields of it.

Writers, translators, smugglers, we are all engaged in a similar task. We translate – which is to say we literally carry over – whatever is desired, valued, missing, suppressed, forbidden. My own experience as a smuggler – a smuggler of stories – began during my childhood, a childhood in the time of Communism.
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My earliest apprehension of literature came when I was little, in a thoroughly ordinary, even run-down, neighbourhood eatery. Here, every morning, my father would order tripe soup for us, and lemonade. The tables were square, their plastic covers riddled with cigarette burns; the counter was greasy; the windows were sweaty from the hot soup which customers were blowing on and slurping, having first seasoned it with abundant vinegar and garlic. Hanging on the wall was a blue Plexiglas sign-board, on which I read, for the first time:

WRITERS ARE SURGEONS OF THE HUMAN SOUL: THEIR JOB IT IS TO CUT FROM THE SOUL ALL THAT IS ROTTEN AND DECAYED

Haltingly, I would read this slogan out loud while sipping my tripe soup. One spoonful – ‘surgeons’; a second spoonful – ‘rotten’; a third – ‘decayed’ … What a peculiar taste that soup came to have.

I don’t know whose ideological brainchild it was to hang this slogan in an eatery where no living writer had ever been spotted sipping soup – writers inhabited other worlds and other restaurants; while here the only customers were workers on early shift. With the intensity of a child, aged seven or eight, I was already imagining the writers with their white coats, surgical gloves, face-masks, and enormous soul-scalpels. I had no clear notion what the soul might consist of, where exactly it was located among the internal organs, or whether or not it bled. Yet it was evidently something that rots and decays, something that required constant excision. Instantly, I felt a loathing for writers, while I felt compassion and protectiveness towards the soul (wherever it was located).

Never have I forgotten that Plexiglas sign in our local eatery, and if I’m asked to list influences on my work, after Borges, the Bible, and my grandmother, I like to point to it. For it saved me from the presumption that I could ever cut away at a human soul.

Long ago, then, I killed off the literary surgeon within. Ever since childhood, I have been aware, thanks to my grandmother and the stories she would tell me until I fell asleep – I was afraid to fall asleep – that stories (which is to say literature) serve principally to provide solace. And, what is more, that the fluffy ill-defined creature called ‘the soul’ ought to be imagined as a pet rabbit with soft ears and warm paws, a creature calling not for a knife but rather for comfort and caresses.
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When I was six years old, I had a terrifying dream that recurred three nights in a row with mechanical repetitiveness. At the time, I was living with my grandmother in the countryside, and she was the only person with whom I could share the dream. I remember clearly how she halted me at the very first word, saying that scary dreams ought not to be recounted because in that way they come alive, or, as she put it, ‘they fill up with blood’. The next night I had the dream again. I couldn’t recount it, nor could I keep it to myself. It was then that I was saved by an idea that occurred to me, that the only solution was to write it down. In this way I would not have to talk about it, and yet I’d be free of it. I had learned to write the previous year thanks to my grandfather, boredom, and a chemical pencil. (Bulgarian ‘chemical pencils’ have to be licked, and then they write in bright glossy letters, while the tongue becomes blue like a ghoul’s.) So, with that chemical pencil, I wrote the dream down in the empty final pages of a book. For this is how we wrote, in the empty pages and margins of books, like medieval copyists who would dare to leave private notes, usually of complaint, while they were at work: Bad toothache, almost unendurable – or some note of this sort.

(Open parenthesis – a smuggler’s parenthesis.) The jottings left by anonymous scribes in the margins of holy books – are these not the very essence of contraband, by which experience itself is carried over, the flesh and blood of a man from the Middle Ages, his mortal coil, passing onto the fringes of holy texts? A secret freight of the human, stowed away in the hull of sacred books?

I imagine the handwriting, the cold, the toothache, the stiffness of the body from too many hours spent seated. Then there came a long and bitter winter, so my ink turned to stone from the very severity of the cold. So writes a seventeenth-century monk from Mount Athos. Or that anonymous copyist who writes in the margin: So hungry am I, my heart is bedimmed. Or this note from a hot summer’s day in the fourteenth century: Be it known that I begged the Abbot for drink and he refused me. I write on this, the second day of August, so if I err may you forgive me, and may God forgive you. (Close parenthesis.)

Let me return to that first marginal note from my childhood, born of a recurrent nightmare. I wrote the dream down as best I could in a few lines, saying something like this: It is evening, I am standing next to the well, I am alone, and I am crying. At the bottom of the well are my mother, my father, and my younger brother. I hear their voices as if through a funnel. I feel like the loneliest person in the world, completely abandoned. I am safe outside the well, but I am utterly alone. My plaint is double: for my mother, father, and brother, who have been sentenced to the bottom of the well; for myself, sentenced as I have been to an eternity of loneliness. My ‘eternity of loneliness’ may raise some eyebrows, but believe it or not children do have a secret knowledge of loneliness, death, and the other Big Questions, even if they don’t yet have the words to describe them. When they learn the words, they lose the knowledge – it’s the price to be paid. Such was this dream, then: those closest to me at the bottom of a well; and I at the double-bottom, horrified at having been spared only to remain alone without them.

Was I saved by this transcription? Yes and no. This dream, and the note it gave rise to, produced a twofold result: insomnia, combined with timid further attempts to write. The untold nightmare was the first thing I wrote about, or more precisely the first text I ever wrote down. The dream never returned, but I would also never forget it. And something else: I realise now that the motive behind the writings of that six-year-old boy are the same as mine today. I write because I am afraid.
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Encouraged by my first attempt at writing down the nightmare, I decided to try something else with my dreams. Childhood under Communism was a bit like love in the time of cholera, it had its grey side, its wants, its hunger (literal and metaphysical) for something different. I remember I would sometimes dream of cakes, the sort topped by a butter rose, which outside the dream my mother could not always afford. I dreamt of how I’d buy them, how they would be served on a small gold-rimmed china plate, how I would sit down and spear the moist cake with my fork. I’d often wake just as I was raising the first forkful to my mouth.

It was then I decided that I could compensate for the lack of such sweetmeats by starting a secret export, siphoning off from the sweetie shops through the illegal channel of dreams. I held tight to the dream-cake and I did not let go of it until I awoke. I practised this without profit over the course of one entire year, waking with aching fingers pressed together but with ne’er a trace of cake between them. I was forever being grabbed and body-searched on the frontier between dream and wakefulness. And so it was that I failed as a smuggler of unobtainable dream-desserts.
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Nine years old, I was already writing poems and was an assiduous member of our town’s junior poetry circle. At that time, everyone was a member of at least three children’s clubs, and personally I was signed up to six. Communism did not favour free time, not believing that an individual could cope with it alone – pleasure and perversion lurked within it. My time was well distributed between the Young Nature-Lovers Club, the Accordion Club, the Biology Club, the Mathematics Club, the Athletics Club, and the Children’s Arts Club. The local poet who led the Arts Club would listen intently to our naïve verses, always finding a few words of encouragement; what’s more, he was proud of us, a fact that surprised and stayed with us.

One day, there came from Sofia an important children’s poet. There was even a photo of him in our schoolbook, though in reality he turned out to be a grumpy old man with a large pot-belly. How could you write about children and have a large pot-belly?

So now, said our teacher, let’s hear each of you recite one of your poems in front of the famous children’s poet who has come all the way from Sofia to see us.

I was set to go last, as I was the local hopeful. The previous evening I had written a poem nobody had yet seen. It was about the passing of time, old age, and death (in
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