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About the Author

ISMAIL KADARE, born in 1936 in the Albanian mountain town of Girokaster near the Greek border, studied in Tirana and at the Gorky Institute, Moscow. He is Albania’s best-known poet and novelist. His works have been translated world-wide. He established an uneasy modus vivendi with the Communist authorities until their attempts to turn his reputation to their advantage drove him in October 1990 to seek asylum in France, for, as he says, “Dictatorship and authentic literature are incompatible... The writer is the natural enemy of dictatorship.”

An essay by Ismail Kadare on the conflicts surrounding Kosovo and their origin is published in Harvill’s anthology Leopard IV: Bearing Witness.

PETER CONSTANTINE was born in England of a British father (of Turkish extraction) and Austrian mother. He grew up in Greece and Austria and has a natural interest in language, which enables him to translate from a wide variety of tongues. He acquired Albanian while living in Greece. He is now settled in New York. He has written books on the languages and cultures of the Far East. His translation of Six Early Stories by Thomas Mann won the Pen/Book of the Month Club Translation Prize, and he won the National Translation award for The Undiscovered Chekhov: Thirty-Eight New Stories.
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THE ANCIENT BATTLE


1

NEVER BEFORE HAD rumours of impending war been followed by a confirmation of peace. Quite the opposite – after hopes for peace, suddenly war would be declared, which was practically routine in the large peninsula.

There were times when the peninsula seemed truly large, with enough space for everyone: for different languages and faiths, for a dozen peoples, states, kingdoms and principalities – even for three empires, two of which, the Serbian and the Bulgarian, were now in ruins, with the result that the third, the Byzantine Empire, was to its disgrace, and that of all Christianity, declared a Turkish vassal.

But times changed, and with them the ideas of the local people changed, and the peninsula began to seem quite constricting. This feeling of constriction was spawned more from the ancient memories of the people than by their lands and languages rubbing against each other. In their solitude the people hatched nightmares until one day they felt they could no longer bear it.

This usually happened in spring when, along with the whispers of war or peace, there was a feeling of inexplicable tension in the air. In fact, both the good and the bad prophecies never ebbed in the low-lying regions, particularly in the towns. But they were apt to become a flood when they mingled with the anxiety of the mountain people. And this happened in spring, right after the first signs of the snow melting. The explanation was simple enough: the predictions of the city people were based





THE GREAT LADY


THE ROYAL PRAYER


Footnotes

To return to the corresponding text, click on the reference number

1 A northern Albanian bowed, single-string instrument with an egg-shaped body and a long neck

2 A Montenegrin bowed string instrument
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