










‘[Kaplinksi is] a new light in the European galaxy.’ – Peter Levi, Independent




THE SAME RIVER


In The Same River, an unnamed student-poet is tormented by twin but often conflicting urges for sexual and spiritual fulfilment. A desperate need to lose his virginity leads him to veer between feelings of romantic love and lust, with the young women he meets becoming objects both of chivalric adoration and dark sexual fantasies.


His more esoteric leanings lead him to seek out the Teacher, a theologian and linguist, whom the student hopes will be his guide and mentor. But the Teacher is, in fact, a bitter and misanthropic man in poor health, harbouring a secret passion that will lead the two men ultimately to an impasse. Meanwhile, the student’s future is compromised when he is hauled in by the KGB for disseminating banned poetry, a situation as absurd as it is alarming.


Through all this runs the Emajõgi, the Mother River. This is where the young man goes when he wants to think, where he believes the meaning of life is revealed to him – the same river in which, after everything becomes too much, he considers ending it all.


In Jaan Kaplinski’s semi-autobiographical novel these adolescent trials – set against the background of Tartu, Soviet Estonia, and its surrounding countryside in the early 1960s – are told with the deadpan humour of an older man looking back at his very serious younger self, and many will empathize with the young man’s experience of that difficult age between youth and adulthood when you know where you want to go but have no idea how to get there.


JAAN KAPLINSKI was born in 1941 to a Polish father – who was arrested and died in a labour camp following the wartime Soviet annexation of the Baltic States – and an Estonian mother in Tartu, Estonia, where he grew up and studied and where he still lives. As well as being considered one of Europe’s major contemporary poets – his work has been widely translated and he is a Nobel nominee – he is also a philosopher, cultural critic and former member of the post-independence Estonian parliament. Based in part on his own experiences of coming of age in the Estonian SSR during the 1960s, The Same River is Jaan Kaplinski’s first full-length novel.
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 He had never been to the funeral of a clergyman before. The Teacher’s coffin stood in the church; about twenty ministers acted as pall-bearers. After the address they filed towards the deceased in succession, made the sign of the cross and recited a few words from the Bible. Then the others said their farewells. He was taken along by the crowd, looked for the last time at the man resting there, his face both beautiful and proud, not as it had been in life. He did not see a great deal, however; his eyes welled up, full of tears. He was heavy and light at once, grieving and comforting. Irina picked up the flowers, and they left without looking in the direction of the coffin once more where they were starting to fasten the lid. The flow of people took them outside the church; he was still fighting back tears but was beginning to feel better. He remembered how once – it was when he was already back from Leningrad, when Ester was away and they had made it up with the Teacher – he had said to the Teacher that a good person was necessarily amusing, a bad person was not. And that he thought the Teacher was amusing. The Teacher had become more serious and had not replied. Perhaps being amusing was not to his liking. Now, there in the coffin, he was not amusing. Perhaps the dead are not amusing. The dead are not good or bad. The dead are just dead, and only good must ever be spoken of them.


Outside it was sunny and windy. The coffin was carried to the hearse waiting by the gate; the sides of the open lorry were lowered. Behind the car stood the column of ministers, then family, students and other people. He now felt like a student. He had helped to organize the funeral, had spent two days travelling by car to the town, organized the burial plot through friends, found the place to hold the funeral meal. When he heard of the Teacher’s death he had been at a meeting in Tallinn. He had immediately gone to the station and travelled back to Tartu on the first bus and made himself useful until ministers who were admirers of the deceased came forward, took charge of the organizing, doing so magnificently. In the Soviet time the ministers had been good PR-men; they knew where to get hymn sheets printed in a hurry, where tableware could be borrowed, how to make a funeral meal and other things.


He walked in the funeral train. The wind tousled his hair and occasionally whirled dust into his eyes and mouth. The road was only surfaced with asphalt in the middle, and the funeral party sometimes walked on the cobblestones alongside the pavement. He thought how amusing the phrase ‘funeral train’ really was; the word now belonged to another context, with an express train, a goods train and an armoured train, not funeral rituals.


 The cemetery was not far. At the gate six of the younger ministers raised the coffin on to their shoulders. At first they went along the main path which was already almost dry, then turned off on to a narrower, muddier path where the movement of the funeral train was slower; there was barely room here for four people to walk abreast. On one side of the grave stood a great arbor vitae, on the other a maple. He looked at the grave and the reddish-brown pile of earth beside it and thought how graveyard trees survive their roots being cut through all the time. Perhaps it helps that each occasion when the roots are cut means an abundance of nutrients on which the trees can feast. The maple blossom was almost in bloom. It reminded him of a few of the Teacher’s verses which went something like:


… through the falling maple blossoms


flies a soul-butterfly,


bearing the last word to the sunset …


But there were no soul-butterflies, although the weather was so warm that day that a red admiral or brimstone butterfly doubtless fluttered about in some sunny spot sheltered from the wind. Flowering snowdrops were visible on several graves. The burial service was taken by one of the ministers who had been at university with the Teacher. He did not remember what the man said, but he did remember his wonderful smile, a warm, open smile he had rarely seen on the faces of Lutheran ministers although he had seen them on the faces of Buddhist and Orthodox monks. The Teacher had never smiled like that; he had been melancholy, although sometimes he laughed so much that he cried. He liked laughing. The dead do not laugh; the dead can merely smile. Although there in the coffin he was not smiling; he was downright serious.


The coffin was not opened at the grave; that is not the Lutheran custom. When he picked up his three handfuls of earth he felt that it was moist and cold. And rust-red. From iron you were formed and to iron you shall return, he thought, heretically. The Teacher had not really been formed from the red earth here of South Estonia, he was from the western limestone area, where great snowdrop windflowers and lady’s slippers grow.


A grave had been found for the Teacher in an old German cemetery which had been left to grow wild after the war, where gravestones, crosses and small chapels had crumbled and been ransacked. Some of the graves were still there, some had been repaired by university people; new stones had even been erected to replace some of the broken ones. Here in the old German cemetery he now rested among the German bones he had written about in an angry poem of his youth.


He had hated the Germans; he had said so directly once when they were sitting by the hot stove at his house. But just as the dead do not laugh, neither do they hate.


There were a number of speakers: a writer, an archivist, a church representative and several other people from places he had worked or where he had been respected. Also among the speakers was Jüri Targama, who always seemed to be going to a funeral or returning from one whenever he met him. He also sat next to Jüri on the bus which took them to the funeral meal. Jüri’s nose was red and he smelt of brandy. They talked about the Teacher, obviously, and obviously Jüri could not help but say how he had always taken a bottle of brandy with him to the Teacher’s as the Teacher was a connoisseur. He thought somewhat sadly that it had never occurred to him to drink brandy with the Teacher. He would not have dared go there with a bottle, and he had never been offered vodka there either. Not even coffee most of the time, just cigarettes. All his life the Teacher had been a heavy smoker.


Speeches were given at the funeral meal. He also had to speak, but the words did not come out well: he was unable to suppress his as yet raw feelings or express them in a way more fitting for a funeral address. Two of the Teacher’s young followers sang a couple of songs which they had composed using his poems as lyrics. One of them, a poem he had known for a long time, was about how butterfly orchids spread their white prayer carpet before him for his last steps. His last unspoken words will be written by the blue flight of a swallow into the blue sky among the same white clouds of his childhood.


He went to the toilet once and saw Jüri Targama sitting in the corner room with a few companions drinking brandy. Jüri beckoned to him, filled an empty glass and he could hardly refuse, even though he never had any wish to drink brandy except perhaps in the winter when he had got very chilled or when he had a sore throat. As he went back he clearly remembered an evening at the Teacher’s in the depths of winter. The Teacher had again been deep in depression; somebody had doubtless wearied or exasperated him. He swore at his followers, said that the Estonian people did not really need him, and when, Ellen tried to argue back, he said to her, ‘Well, once I’m dead, dissolve my body in strong acid, and every time anyone praises me you can ladle some of it out on to them.’ In a way it was true, and yet it was not, for the Teacher was being buried in accordance with the practices of the Evangelical Lutheran faith in a German cemetery, his followers and friends were speaking about him at his funeral meal in the manner befitting the dead, and no one remembered his most desperate words and thoughts. He had died, and after death people change more quickly than during their lifetime. They become myths, heroes of folklore, the person people want to see because they can no longer prevent the change themselves, they cannot say anything cruel to their supporters and critics.


The funeral meal ended early. Ellen said goodbye to everyone; she embraced him and Irina and said a few kind words of thanks to both of them. He had been moved; he had almost become one of the Teacher’s close friends, accepted into his inner circle. Yet he also felt a small alarm bell ringing inside him. Just as the Teacher had never, even less so in death, been accepted as he was with all his quirks, moods and imagination, he himself had not, in fact, been accepted into the Teacher’s inner circle just as he was. For him the road was akin to that of Paul who became his Teacher’s follower after his death. He knew, though, that he did not want and could not bear to be a follower. That road was uphill to him. He had always been at a distance from the living Teacher; now he could get close to the deceased man’s image: he could accompany the followers lighting candles before his icon. But he had no desire to do so any more. Perhaps it was now much easier for him to get closer to the Teacher as he had been in life, to that lean, short-sighted man who did not know where to put his hands, who sat in company, abashed, shoulders hunched only to straighten up and burst into life on those occasions when he could talk about something he truly regarded as important, be it the American-Indian myths, Bhakti mystic chants or Thomas Müntzer.


When they left the funeral meal a light drizzle was falling. The earth smelt heavy, the blossoms on the maple growing in the garden next to the house were budding like the ones on the maple in the cemetery earlier. Give it a week, he thought, and the first withered blossom will fall on the Teacher’s grave which bears nothing other than a cross, a year of birth and a year of death.


Irina was driving. When they got home it was time to start putting the children to bed. Elo had made them something to eat: there was a smell of fried onion in the apartment. Art and Riina ran up to them shouting, ‘Mum, Dad, what have you brought us?’


They had even managed to bring something – some currant bread left over from the funeral meal which had been put aside for their children.


Before going to bed he went out on to the veranda. The rain had stopped. The earth here smelt, too, although differently: the neighbours had put manure on the garden. Further off, among the willow bushes, something was glinting: the freshet which flooded the meadow every spring. Duck quacks rang out in the darkness. Above the neighbours’ poplars shone a crescent moon. He wondered whether the water level was still rising, whether it would reach the lower edges of the vegetable garden, or whether it was starting its gradual fall. Each year he expected a really powerful flood like the ones in his childhood after the war, but they no longer happened. No longer did people travel in boats between the houses at the lower end of Marja Street; no longer was the ice next to the bridge destroyed by explosives. His home town had become narrower, tidier and more irksome. And now that the Teacher had died as well, his home town was even less than it had ever been; it was even more foreign and distant.


There were no nightingales yet; there were still a couple of weeks to go before their arrival.
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The person who had told him about the Teacher was the same Jüri Targama. Jüri and he had met at a young writers’ evening when he gave readings of Rimbaud translations. Jüri was pleased that someone was actually translating Rimbaud and had invited him and a couple of others over. He was divorced and was living with his mother, who had cancer, in a little old house in a rundown area on the edge of town. They drank wine and talked into the early hours about French poetry, the German Army and hetaerae. Occasionally his mother would begin to groan in the next room; Jüri went to give her a morphine injection; his mother stopped groaning after a while and they continued talking. On another occasion they went to a restaurant after the literary evening, ate a potato, beetroot and herring salad, drank vodka and danced. Jüri was with his attractive younger sister, who was asked to dance by the air force officer from the next table twice. Aleks Luuberg, who was with them, had soon had a skinful and began to bait the officer. The others tried to rein him in but to no avail: Aleks threatened to smash the officer’s face in. He was a show-off and, being on the skinny side, would undoubtedly have been given a good hiding by the pilot if he had really gone to hit him. The only thing they could do was pay the bill and leave, taking Aleks with them. They went uphill; for some reason Jüri and Aleks talked at length about horse-riding, Jüri’s sister walked arm in arm with him; they talked about opera and ballet. He felt sick but did not dare say so, bravely waiting for when they reached Jüri’s. But no sooner had the men stopped talking about horses than they remembered the Teacher, whom they both knew. They asked him whether he knew the Teacher, and when they heard that he had only read some poems and articles from the period when Estonia was independent, Jüri promised to take him to the Teacher’s the next day. The Teacher was reputed to know dozens of languages, including exotic Asian and African languages. Aleks’s path took another direction. He now managed to find his way through the park by himself to go home; he went behind a bush, put his fingers down his throat and tried to vomit. He did not succeed, but the retching made him feel better. On the way home he no longer felt quite as sick as he had before, and perhaps only the smell of vodka betrayed the fact that he had been to the restaurant to his mother and aunt. When he shut his eyes in bed it felt as if the bed and the room were swaying and spinning like a carousel. He thought the restaurant, the salad and the vodka genuinely vile, as he did many things he had tried at the invitation of others. Even Jüri and Aleks’s cultural narrative was repulsive. Only Jüri’s sister was not repulsive; he liked her, but she was a lot older than him, and anyway he did not know how to approach her. Only in his dreams did they meet, in an old log cabin somewhere; Jüri’s sister was in a black slip, she smiled and lifted it up for him to see that there was nothing underneath it. He stood next to her and pressed himself against her, wanting to be naked as well, when suddenly he ejaculated and woke up. He had to take a handkerchief quietly out of his trouser pocket and wipe himself. Fortunately, he had woken up at just the right moment and been able to clutch himself so that the sperm wouldn’t spill on to the sheets. He would be able to wash the handkerchief himself during the day; sheets were more tricky. At night it was difficult to move about without his aunt, who slept in her own bed in another corner of the room, hearing. If he turned over more noisily, coughed or went to the toilet, his aunt was sure to ask him whether he was ill. He had trained himself to move soundlessly in the dark, suppress his coughing and turn over as little as possible because he could not bear these kinds of questions.


Since Grandfather had become paralysed things had become easier at night – his own movements and coughing were covered up by the invalid’s moanings and groanings. During the day Grandfather was in fine fettle – he even went out, listened to the radio and talked politics with the visitors – but at night he would become ill, his paralysed arm would itch and ache. He was probably frightened, too, and he called for Grandmother every night. She was sometimes so tired that Mother or Aunt took a turn at nursing. On a couple of occasions Grandfather had soiled the bed, and the women had been very angry; Grandfather had cried and apologized. He understood that this was also a power game. The women seemed to enjoy the fact that Grandfather, who had once been a wealthy or important man on whom they had thoroughly depended, had now become a small, stooping shell who clung on to life, his wife and children and was unable to do anything at all without them.


This did not irk him directly. He had always lived more in a world of women, heard more of women’s stories, trotted behind his mother and grandmother. Grandfather was in a world beyond them, a world of his own friends, books and Voice of America; a world where women regarded with gentle scorn almost everything that was so important in the men’s world. In actual fact, the men’s world had crumbled along with the old Estonian Republic, and in its ruins women lived, went to work, stood in queues, sewed new clothes for the children from the old ones and sold what there was left to sell of their old effects.


Grandfather’s illness did not bring him closer to his grandson. The grandson distanced himself gradually from the women’s world, although it was difficult for him – he didn’t know how to behave in men’s company. Grandfather, by contrast, fell even further under their care. They swapped roles: the child was becoming a man, the man a child. The child becoming a man heard the groaning in the room next door, the eighty-year-old man’s weepy declarations of love for a woman with whom he had lived for nearly sixty years; through the door he smelt the scent of eau-de-Cologne which was supposed to mask the stench. He was aghast, pitying and embarrassed all at once. He would have liked to help his grandfather, to say a few soothing words to him, but he didn’t know how. That sort of thing was not part of their family lore. They never talked about how they felt about each other. Everyone in the family lived and died alone, separately, like snails in their shells. If someone inadvertently or in desperation stretched their soft body a little way out of the shell, they scared themselves as well as the others.


He had gone to the university in the morning, as usual, then had sat in the library and, after lunch, had gone to the café. He found Aleks Luuberg there, who was already delivering a lecture to his admirers on the sexual culture of the South Sea Islands, with particular focus on the customs surrounding male circumcision and on all the types of little wooden sticks and rings with which they decorated their penises. Aleks had a wonderful memory and an even more wonderful fantasy which embellished his memory. When he felt thirsty after talking for an hour, an admirer would bring him a cup of coffee (Aleks never had any money); another summarized the best bits for his girlfriend who hadn’t caught the opening. He managed to exchange a few words with Aleks, reminding him of the previous evening at the restaurant and the promise to go to the Teacher’s.


It was definitely not Aleks’s style to leave the café in broad daylight, but this time he made an exception; he was ready to take him to the Teacher. Perhaps he wanted to go there himself, and the young, keen university student was an appropriate excuse to do so.
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They crossed a small park and went up the hill. The maples had flowered; the blossoms lay thickly on the pavement under the trees. The chaffinches were singing in the park – prrp-poo-leet, prrp-poo-leet. Aleks took inspiration from them and their call, which, in his childhood, he had imagined as ‘parp alight, purple light’, giving him and his childhood friends the idea of finding out whether farts would indeed burn with a purple light. One of them had bared his behind and farted, while someone else had struck a match. The fart did indeed burn – with a beautiful blue flame – but one of the boys managed to burn his bottom, and the story came out. Mother warned them that some shepherd boys had once been messing about doing the same sort of thing, and the flame from the fart had spread inside, through the boy’s bottom, and burnt his guts so badly that he had died. They argued with Aleks whether this was really possible, but as neither of them was expert in physiology or physics, they changed the subject slightly. He asked Aleks whether the name of the ancient Russian god of thunder meant ‘farter’ in Estonian. Aleks could not give a definite reply, even though he had majored in Russian at university. However, he liked the underlying idea and developed it, moving on to the ancient flatu-lighting rituals of the Slavic and Finno-Ugric peoples. The flatus had to symbolize thunder and the flame lightning. These rituals could be used, for example, to ensure sufficient rainfall. They created a fantastical picture of drought-ridden farmland encircled by squatting men, and perhaps women, too, bottoms aloft, and the thunder shaman walking around with fire stick and flint in hand. If the road to the Teacher’s had been longer, they might have managed to work out the main features of the theology and liturgy of farting, but time was against them. They turned from the main road into a small side street. In the gardens the cherry trees were already in bloom and the garden-warblers were singing.


A large pear tree grew in front of the Teacher’s house, its buds a blush of pink. On the step sat a black-and-white cat washing its face. They stepped on to the porch. Here hung the occupiers’ slate for the names of residents which bore, in chalk, the faded word Adam. It could have been what was left of the name Adamson or Adams. There were four flats on the slate. They went up the steps and stood in front of the door, which did not have a nameplate. The colour of the door was probably from the days of the Estonian Republic of the 1920s or 1930s; he was unable to guess whether it had been creamy white or whether it had faded to that colour over the years. There were also a number of marks in the door from drawing-pins or nails – various small labels had probably been pinned to it. Aleks rang the rattly doorbell. He thought vaguely that the lobby had something of an oddly old-fashioned Estonian air about it, even in its smell. That house had its own individual smell; it had remained itself, and in defiance of the Soviet presence it had still retained a little part of its real essence.


Behind the door came the sound of footsteps, and the door opened. There stood a brunette aged about forty, who, at first glance, had something of the baroness about her. Perhaps it was her long, narrow face, perhaps her peaked nose, or maybe something less definable. Like the house in which she lived, she, too, had retained something from the 1930s, the time of the independent republic. That era had to have something Baltic-German about it, something of Dorpat, the German name of Tartu.


They greeted each other. Aleks asked whether the man of the house was at home and whether he had a spare moment; he had a couple of questions and had brought along a gifted young poet and philologist who was very interested in oriental languages. He was not pleased by the compliment, but the open door was not the right place to make an issue of it.


The man of the house was indeed at home, working. The lady invited them to step inside and went to enquire whether he was free to receive visitors. The hall smelt strongly of cigarette smoke; a couple of landscapes hung on the wall: exotic places with palm trees and volcanoes. The other wall had shelves from floor to ceiling, housing most of the Russian classics – the works of Turgenev, Dostoyevsky and Tolstoy in the original language.


The woman came back and said to come on through, Alo would continue working for a couple of minutes then would stop. She led them to the living-room and asked them to take a seat. Most of the room was occupied by bookshelves and a large Chinese birch tree. Under the window, in pots, were other flowers that he didn’t recognize. Only at one point was the wall not entirely covered by shelves; here there hung another painting of an exotic landscape, but this one had a person in it – an exotic, naked girl with blossom in her hair, entering the water.


The woman took a seat as well, lit a cigarette and said a few words to Aleks. As far as he could make out, Aleks’s wife had done some typing for her and the Teacher and had some more to do. This was nothing to do with him. He looked around the room, mostly scrutinizing the books on the shelves. Here, too, the exotic seemed to prevail: he noticed the full edition of Frazer’s The Golden Bough, books in the Arabic and Hebrew languages and travel books about America and India. On another wall were academic publications about American Indians, a Russian-language collection of writings about the world’s peoples and a series of books headed ‘Atlantis’. He would have liked to see what was hiding behind the title, but he did not dare. The woman finished talking to Aleks, said that Alo would be with them directly and left.


They sat quietly for a moment. Then came the sound of rustling in the doorway. He glanced towards it. A small, red-breasted bird had appeared on the doorstep. It stood there, cocked its head, spied them for a moment with its black eyes and hopped on both legs like a sparrow into the next room.


‘That’s their garden-warbler,’ said Aleks. ‘They always have injured birds in the house; the lady of the house treats them, and they become completely tame.’


Now there came the sound of footsteps from the hall. The man of the house came through the doorway wearing tracksuit trousers and felt slippers, welcomed them and bowed deeply, in full ceremony.


‘We thought that this time you’d taken the shape of a garden-warbler,’ said Aleks. ‘Or did you send a soulbird to herald your arrival?’


The man of the house gave a rattling laugh and shook his head. ‘Aleks, you’re hopeless. We have talked about the robin any number of times, but to you it’s still a warbler.’


‘Mea culpa,’ replied Aleks. ‘My soulbird just must be different … Ellen must have told you I’ve got a couple of questions? Those “Persian Motifs” of Yesenin’s. And I’ve also brought a great admirer of your poetry with me. He’s a poet himself. Allow me to introduce you.’


They bowed to each other and shook hands. The Teacher’s hand was warm and soft but not flabby. He was wearing glasses so thick that it was difficult to say whether he was looking his interlocutor in the eye or not. His bearing was strangely loose and tired. At first sight the Teacher might have appeared old and shabby, but anyone with a sharper eye had to admit that there was also something about him that was completely the opposite – he was an ill, tired person from whom, nevertheless, a strange force emanated. Like the shamans, he thought; they were often ill people, yet they had more power than the fit and strong.


They sat down; appropriately there were three smaller armchairs in the room. The Teacher took a packet of cigarettes out of his breast pocket and said, ‘Aleks, I know you smoke, but how about my other visitor?’


He replied that he occasionally indulged in the odd cigarette.


‘The occasional cigarette is more effective,’ said the Teacher. ‘I believe that our problem is that we don’t know how to use the poisons that the Native American enchanters and Chinese alchemists invented. We get too used to the poisons, and they cease to have any effect. The right thing to do would be to abstain for a while. There should be something of a ritual, even about smoking.’


He offered his visitors the packet of cigarettes with the ritual motion. They did not decline. They drew on them in silence for a while, then the Teacher asked Aleks what his questions were. Aleks fished a crumpled scrap of paper out of his pocket which bore a number of Russian phrases and Persian names that he wanted to know how to write correctly. The Teacher told him how he thought they should be written in Estonian and explained his understanding of the Russian phrases. It took a few minutes to resolve the matter. Then the Teacher turned to him, ‘But you can’t really be—’s son?’


He had no option but to say that he was, although he had never even seen his father, who had been deported to Siberia in June 1941. He had to explain to the Teacher what he knew about his father’s fate. There was not much to tell: his father had died of hunger and exhaustion in the war somewhere in Viatka Gulag, closer to his birthplace of St Petersburg than to Estonia, which had become his second homeland. The Teacher nodded sadly, and his jowls drooped sadly even more. The colour of hopelessness and death spread over his face.


They were silent for a moment, then the Teacher continued, ‘Aleks said that you also write poetry.’


He said he’d written some, yes. The Teacher was interested in whose poems he had read and whose he had liked the most. He named some of the Estonian Soothsayers group as well as Pushkin and Lermontov, Shelley and the classics of French modernism, Rimbaud and Baudelaire.


The Teacher nodded in appreciation. ‘Very good choices. Do you read them in the originals?’


He said, self-consciously, that yes, he had tried to, and that he could generally manage it.


‘Then you must read the poems aloud and learn them by heart. It’s one of the oldest and most effective ways of learning languages,’ the Teacher went on. He talked about the ancient Celts’ legal texts, which were in verse to make it easier for lawyers to remember them, versified philosophy, Parmenides and Lucretius and even a learned poem by an Italian Renaissance doctor about syphilis.


On Lucretius, the Teacher could not help adding that reading it had made him understand how stupid De Rerum Natura was on several fronts. Yet it seemed absolutely the best thing for contemporary materialists. He sensed the Teacher’s interest and compassion, and his initial self-consciousness eased. He said that he knew a lot of Lermontov’s poems by heart as well as Estonian poetry by Sang and Talvik but that he didn’t know much in English or French because he wasn’t really sure how the English and the French read poetry.


The Teacher and Aleks laughed, and the Teacher suggested going into the forest to read out loud there in private. That was how he, in his youth, had read Rimbaud’s ‘Le Bateau ivre’, which, to his mind, was Europe’s supreme example of poetry.


He remembered an extract from ‘The Waste Land’ by Eliot, which he had recently read in an anthology, and he asked the Teacher for his opinion of him. The Teacher thought that he was a very good poet but was trying too hard to be pope and judge. He was also quite a character and, in his own mind, a prophet like Ezra Pound but in a different way. Had he read any Pound? He had not. The Teacher thought that he should. Pound had understood what poetry was. Europeans have generally had such an understanding only rarely. The Celts alone had never lost the feeling for poetry, and Germanic and Roman Europe had relearnt it from them a couple of times.


‘But what about ancient poetry?’ He could not leave the question unasked.


The Teacher did not like most Latin poetry; in his view the Romans had lost their original forms under the influence of Greek and squeezed their language into a form which was, in fact, unsuited to it. But the Teacher was more or less content with Catullus, as he was with Tibullus and Propertius. The fact, however, that the boom time for Latin poetry was so brief was evidence to him that there was something rotten at its foundations. The spirit of poetry had faded, and they had tried to replace it with all sorts of formalistic jiggery-pokery that had apparently been used most in the court of the Vandals in fifth-century Carthage.


‘So the Vandals weren’t such fearsome destroyers?’ he had to ask.


The Teacher again laughed his rattling laugh and said that compared to the Romans the Vandals were gentle and cultured creatures. The Romans destroyed an incredible number of peoples and cultures and established a state that began to break down and decay soon after it had attained its maximum extent.


Aleks, who had had to be quiet and listen for a while, could be quiet no longer and chimed in with a question as to whether it was true that, even though the Romans were not great poets or philosophers, their genius lay instead in statehood and law-making. The Teacher said that in his view the genius of Rome was perhaps indeed apparent in military organization, in conquering and occupation. Even Rome’s engineering achievements – roads and bridges – were bound up most directly with strategy. In matters of state administration, however, the Romans were, in his view, fairly inept. Roman law had been produced by jurists originally from Phoenicia, such as Paulus and Ulpian, who, as far as he understood it, knew a thing or two about the laws of the Semitic peoples. The cult of law and lawmaking indeed appeared to be furthest developed by the Semites, who were genuine law-making nations. The holiest thing the Jews had, even today, was the book of law, the Torah, and the relationship between God and men was also conceived as a legal contract. It was therefore only natural that the Semites tidied up Roman law for the Romans.


‘Meaning that in conventional understanding there are lots of myths about the Roman state?’ he asked when the Teacher paused.


This time the Teacher did not laugh but merely gave a wry chuckle. ‘They aren’t really myths; they’re more like the accounts you find in almanacs or children’s stories, like the ones written at the beginning of the last century to educate the Estonian people. Most people, after all, are mentally at primary school or nursery level and incapable of taking anything more sophisticated on board. In our civilization most people do not want to do anything but read and reread children’s stories, read things which keep them in their childhood and do not allow them to grow into adulthood.’


 ‘So perhaps we could say that in Western civilization culture is more like curtains than a window; it tends to obscure rather than show us what is outside,’ said Aleks.


‘Yes, we could put it like that,’ said the Teacher. ‘An English writer once wrote that in Western man great intellectual curiosity merges in strange combination with equally great intellectual fear.’


He said that the Teacher was probably above intellectual dread. The Teacher shook his head sadly and said that he would like to hope as much but could not be confident of it. Fear had many faces, and because people are afraid of fear itself they disguise the fact from themselves, putting on a complex act and creating a myth or, more precisely, a fairy-tale, of themselves for themselves.


He had to ask whether there was an important distinction in the degree of mythologizing between Soviet and Western society.


The Teacher shook his head sadly again. ‘It is such a fascinating temptation for us to go along with the story told to us by the Voice of America or any number of other radio stations from over there. But it is not, in fact, that much better than our press. The press is a tool of ideological power on both sides, as you are undoubtedly taught at university, and ideological power utilises mythology. I have thought that we should create the same sort of folklore motif register for the press that Stith Thompson created for folklore texts. I started to, but I don’t really have time for it. The new mythological motifs should be compared with the old, then the whole thing would make sense. Already Aleks is aware of the lament of mine that people should live for at least three hundred years, then we would manage to finish something off properly. The seventy or eighty years we have are spent on the tomfooleries of youth, learning and making plans. Here I am, cursing others for writing and creating fairy-tales, but what have I written apart from that? The same old fairy-tales. I’ve had plans, of course, to write my own summa, a single great book containing everything I think about the affairs of the world. But I would have to study so many important branches of learning. The most philosophical science of our time is physics – as a matter of fact, it is the only philosophy still left in the Western world. I have not been able to read Einstein, Schrödinger or von Neumann as thoroughly as required. And I do not have a thorough knowledge of botany either. Botany would be able to tackle the gibberish of Darwinism, to show that the point lies not in the struggle to survive but in the number of certain forms in which life can exist at all and from what and into what it transforms … But what’s the point of saying all this? I believe that it is entirely possible to live for a couple of hundred years, but the faith of one man here cannot make any difference. The belief would have to live in the culture, be part of the culture. Yet our world is becoming increasingly childish. Here people live for children and the young people, here people fear and shun becoming adults …’


‘I remember that once you wrote that there were probably only a couple of adults in the world – Buddha, Krishna and Lao-tzu,’ said Aleks, getting an opportunity to slip in a few words.


‘Perhaps a few others. Who knows what sort of people the Mayans or the Incas had or what the Siberian shamans thought? But in our seventy or eighty years it takes a genius to reach adulthood, and the majority of people don’t get anywhere.’


‘But isn’t it true that if there were more time people would still stop developing at an early stage, they would still remain children and be afraid of becoming adults?’ he asked.


The Teacher nodded. ‘Yes, I believe that the underlying factor is fear. Perhaps it’s what the Christians call amarthia, sin, and the Buddhists duhkha, suffering. A number of intelligent psychologists have said something on the subject, but I am poorly acquainted with psychology.’


‘So do some cultures have less of this fear and the cult of childhood?’ asked Aleks.


‘Yes. Sometimes, when I am in a very dark mood, I think that just as there have only been a couple of mature adults in the world there have only been a couple of genuine cultures, the forest-people cultures and the Chinese – before the Europeans and Japanese set about destroying them.’


‘But what about the Mayans and Incas you mentioned just now?’ he asked.


‘I don’t know much about the Incas, but I dabbled with the Mayan language at one time. I read Popol Vuh. Er, do you know what Popol Vuh is?’


Only very vaguely, he had to admit.


‘Well, Popol Vuh is the epic of the Quitché people. It was written down in the sixteenth century but is mainly pre-Christian, and it is also a simply beautiful text; if you read it you will understand what a sacred text is. It is not the waffle of the Baptists or the Mormons’ book but a genuine scripture. I got hold of an original Quitché version, began to read it with the help of a German translation and compiled a small vocabulary and a grammar. I thought that I could not endure being a lecturer in Estonia or Germany for long; I simply could not bear to spend years writing the same thing on the blackboard again and again and explaining what the glottal stops in the Semitic languages are. I thought I’d stay in the job a couple of years then go off somewhere, perhaps to Polynesia, the Marquesas Islands or the Mayan region. I thought I’d compile an accurate written language for the Polynesians or the Mayans – their problem is that there are so many different dialects, and they are barely mutually intelligible. They need a written language to be worked out and their own state founded. But then the war came, and I couldn’t go anywhere any more. But perhaps it was better that way, even. Otherwise I would most likely have been an Arbenz supporter in Guatemala, and the Yanks would have hanged me.’


The story had touched on one of his secret dreams. Unable to disguise his excitement, he said, ‘When I was a schoolboy I dreamt of driving the whites out of America. Now I think I’d like to go to Peru and help the Quechua Indians free themselves from the white man. Perhaps we could agree that you should go to the Yucatán Mayans and I’ll go to the Quechuans in the Andes.’


‘Reminds me of the Molotov–Ribbentrop Pact,’ threw in Aleks.


‘I’m ready to stand as witness and record your secret agreement to divide America into spheres of influence.’


The Teacher took the view that it was perhaps best to leave it as an oral agreement, as no secret agreement can remain secret once it is written down.


That was how it was left. In the meantime it had begun to grow dark outside and they all felt it was time to bring the discussion to an end.


He was the instigator. They got up, the Teacher saw them into the hall, bowed ceremonially to Aleks, then to him and said, ‘I would be very pleased to look at your poems some time.’


That was what he had secretly been hoping for, without daring to articulate the hope in words. To get closer to the Teacher, into his inner circle of students and friends, to sit at his feet and listen to his wisdom, which had put his head in a spin even at their first meeting. He did not know how to do it, but now the Teacher himself had made the first step, had offered another meeting. That was the main thing; the poems were perhaps only an excuse. He didn’t know it, and it wasn’t important. The important thing was that he was able to come back here soon.


‘Could I come some time the week after next?’ he managed to ask in a whirl.


Yes, he could.


Then Ellen appeared in the hallway and said goodbye, too.


Outside, the first stars were shining in the sky. The sky itself was mysteriously, deeply blue. They walked towards the town centre.


Aleks was strangely quiet for a while, then he said, ‘Today he was in a very good mood. That really doesn’t happen very often.’


He hardly listened to Aleks’s words and simply stored it mechanically in his memory. He felt no interest now either in Aleks’s brilliant, surreal cultivation of thought or in women. The contact with the Teacher had freed him for the evening from even his hunger for the erotic.


‘I imagine you don’t know why he lost his place and vocation for the priesthood,’ Aleks went on.


He did not, of course. What did he know about the Teacher at all? According to Aleks, the story was that when the Russians invaded in the 1940s and closed the theology faculty the Teacher had lost his professorship. He had managed to continue to give his language lectures, and his friends had found a part-time pastoral position for him as well. His sermons had been strange but of interest to the intellectuals. He had held the post at the beginning of the German occupation, too, but later another theologian with whom he shared the job found a sheaf of pornographic photos and drawings among his papers – the good man of the cloth thought them pornographic anyway. It turned out that he had photographed and drawn pictures of naked female students of his. He was in some of the photos with them, also starkers. That was enough. The young theologian was defrocked and was allowed thereafter only to service the Church as a teacher of languages and history. Aleks said that he had never seen the scandalous nude photographs for himself and didn’t know what, precisely, was actually in them or what the Teacher was accused of. The Teacher had apparently defended himself, though, by saying that he was researching absolute pornography. Aleks didn’t know what this absolute pornography was, but the idea amused him. Before they said their goodbyes they stood at the corner of the street for a while, and Aleks took the idea to the absurd as usual.


When he arrived home, Grandfather and Grandmother had already gone to bed. Mother was sitting at the table correcting children’s exercise books and his aunt was reading.


‘Have you had anything to eat? Shall I put the kettle on? Would you like some milk and bread pudding?’


Fussing of this sort had always annoyed him. He never knew what to tell his aunt or grandmother what he did, in fact, want. Indeed, what he would have liked most would be to choose something to eat from the cupboard himself when he was hungry without making a big deal of it. He didn’t want to be the only child in the family, the one whom all the women felt the need to fuss over, but without knowing how except in the most trivial of ways, like asking whether he was hungry, whether he had got cold, whether he had clean socks and a clean handkerchief.


This time he really did want something to eat. At the Teacher’s they had only smoked; cigarettes and enthusiasm had carried the feeling of hunger away, but now it had returned. There was no need to boil the kettle; he would make some cheese sandwiches himself and have some bread pudding with milk.


Mother finished her marking and put the kettle on for herself. She asked guardedly whether he had been to the library or at a friend’s. Usually these kinds of questions irritated him, but this time he was euphoric from the recent meeting. No, neither, someone had taken him to Professor Alo K’s. His aunt knew the Teacher. Before she retired she had worked in the German section of the bookshop, and the Teacher had been there at least once or twice a week. His aunt liked him; he had greeted her with a bow and would sometimes chat about the books he chose or found. Mother only knew of the Teacher – his wife must be Mrs N’s friend, and Mrs N had introduced them once at a concert. The Teacher was reputed to attend lots of concerts.


What had been his impression of the Teacher?


He didn’t know how to answer that question. He couldn’t say that he was in awe, in ecstasy. He remembered that Jüri Targama had said that the Teacher knew about sixty languages. That was something he could tell Mother. Languages were an objective, neutral thing that they could talk about in their family. So they talked about the languages the Teacher had been involved with and what he might know.


Languages were something that united mother and son. When he was a tiny child his mother had studied philology by correspondence course. When she read about linguistics and history in bed the child snuggled up to her and read alongside her. That was when he had learnt about language families; he knew who the Semites, Indo-Europeans and Dravidians were and could even tell visitors how many speakers there were of, say, Tamil or Amharic and where they lived.


The Teacher presumably knew a number of Dravidian languages, and he himself had said he had written a grammar of Mayan. Mother did not have the same enthusiasm for that area; she was certain in her European leanings, her youth in Paris and Milan where she had studied singing. Her world was the Italian opera, Michelangelo and Anatole France. Her son had started out with them as well, had read Anatole France, been to concerts when operatic soloists from the Theatre Estonia in Tallinn had visited Tartu, had learnt French and Italian from his mother, but they no longer held any magic for him. Magic lay with the Mayans, the Dravidians, the Borobudur and Angkor Wat, the places never reached by Roman soldiers’ feet, where missionaries’ work was not yet done. In Europe, the places that held magic for him were Ireland, Wales and Iceland.


He had rummaged through the library’s Celtica catalogue and had tried to teach himself a bit of Welsh. He didn’t dare learn Irish – it looked too complex and perhaps also too majestic and noble. Like Chinese. He had learnt to think of many things in the Estonian fashion: they were too great, proud or sacred for him. So instead of trying to learn Irish he tried to learn Welsh and, instead of Chinese, Arabic.


He thought he would be unable to sleep, but that turned out not to be the case: he didn’t even notice the point when a thought became a dream. Anyway, he met the Teacher again in his dream. The Teacher said that he had been waiting for him for a long time, that he had to ordain him as a member of the Order of the Eastern Garter. He took him into the back room and from there through dark rooms full of old books and sculptures until they reached a stable-like area with shelves around. There were no books on the shelves, only nests where hens, ducks and turkeys were hatching. On another wall there was a manger upon which a large bird was lying. They went closer, and he saw that it wasn’t a bird but Jüri’s beautiful sister under a blanket that looked like it was made of down. ‘Say “Borobudur”,’ ordered the Teacher. ‘It’s Amharic.’ He tried to say it, but his tongue was rigid and no words came. The Teacher began to laugh cruelly, picked up the cow chain next to the manger and put it around his neck. Then he took his trousers off. Under his trousers he was wearing a suspender belt like the ones women wear. He lifted the blanket and clambered into the manger next to Jüri’s sister.
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The following days carried on as normal. He went to lectures, sat in the library and café and listened to Aleks’s and Peeter Härmsoo’s poems. They were quite good. Peeter read one on the evening before his next visit to the Teacher’s when all three of them were together. The parts that stuck in his mind were:


Archbishop Suryamuryaptatnam of Rajputana, Miles Davis and half a sack of early spring potatoes roll around in my head but the only way out is through poetry


on the day they are turned out to pasture the cows are given saxophones despite concerns about food the cowshed door is open


the sounds of rumination and the harsh but honest grass dominate the scene


triumphantly the animal technician plunges into the depths of Tõravere.


Peeter was his first acquaintance from university. He could almost call him a friend, if he had dared to use the term. The word ‘friend’ felt too pompous and grand for him. Perhaps it was also because it was one of the basic words in the Soviet lexicon: ‘Friendship’ was the label applied to the shop, the bridge, the cultural centre and biscuit brand. In his latter years at secondary school he had had no friends, at least since he had started to read poetry and write it himself. He no longer had anything to talk about with his classmates; they had other, earthier and more tangible interests. He did go to the dance at the former girls’ school, but he didn’t get on very well, even with the girls: he tried desperately to think of something to talk to them about while dancing, and as he was unable to come up with anything he was for the most part embarrassingly quiet. The fact that it does not pay to talk about modern poetry and faith was something he had already learnt from experience. He had no one to read his own poems to or with whom to talk about poetry. He had met Peeter in the first autumn, when all students were sent to help out at collective farms. He discovered that Peeter knew something about modern poetry, could recognize constellations and knew by heart the names of all the bishops of Ösel-Wiek. He kept company mostly with Peeter, especially after it came out that they both wrote poetry. They hung out together a lot, sometimes with a couple of girls, and discussed poetry, telepathy, Yugoslav Communism, four-dimensional space and the Orient. Peeter didn’t like drinking spirits, and under his influence he began to drink sour Georgian wine which had to be swallowed with cheese. They had a few bottles of wine with them and acquired more from the village shop. They sat together on many evenings in the attic room of the farmhouse, which was the place allocated as the boys’ living area, and held club nights to which a few girls were also invited.


Peeter’s father had a fairly senior post in a ministry, so his son was able to rent a room in Tartu and continue his club evenings there. This did not, of course, stop him from sitting in the café every day, where he soon joined the circle of Aleks Luuberg’s followers. Peeter was really the only person who was capable of keeping pace with Aleks. Their favourite pursuit was free exploration of thought, sometimes in the form of a poem. They both always had scraps of poems in their pockets and folders that they were ready to read aloud. That’s how it was this time, too. When Peeter allowed his animal technician to plunge into the depths of Tõravere, Aleks found himself unable to resist the temptation to talk about how one of his fellow female students, who had studied history in Estonia, started working in Siberia as an animal technician. The job had gone so well for her that she obtained certificates of honour, attended gatherings organized for the best workers and earned loads of money, so much that when she came back to her homeland she was able to build a decent house in Merivälja. He asked Aleks whether the woman worked in Merivälja as an animal technician or a historian. Neither, she started working for the Estonian Consumer Cooperatives Society. He remembered that one of his own male relatives was awarded best-worker status in Siberia. The man was an ordinary farmer in Võrumaa, but in Siberia he became a beekeeper; he was also sent certificates of honour, roubles galore and also built a house, but in Saue not Merivälja, another nice area near Tallinn. His wife, who was apparently a distant relative of the poet Henrik Visnapuu, wrote poetry during her exile and sent it to her homeland in letters. His grandmother had kept them and sometimes read them to her women friends.


Aleks had also been to Siberia and written poems. They were written partly in Russian. He was in a prison camp for a couple of years, in exile in a small town in the area around Kirov where there were only three local intellectuals – the doctor (a Jew, of course), the pharmacist and the retired accountant of a river port. They had played bridge semi-secretly and had taken the young Estonian into their midst to make a fourth hand. This proved very useful to him; he was fed well, and before they sat down at the bridge table they talked about literature and read poems, including poems that had been officially forgotten in the Soviet Union and were unavailable to ordinary people. As material evidence Aleks read out one of Sasha Chernyi’s poems and one of his own works in Russian, a fragment of which he still remembered:


My hobby is to want to laugh out loud even if the quack is only living off a heap of hemp.


It reminded him that two volumes of Radhakrishnan’s history of Indian philosophy in Russian, which he was obstinately trying to read, were waiting for him in the library. At university, philosophy was taught only after young brains had been sufficiently washed in the history of the Communist Party of the Soviet Union. He could not bear to wait that long, though, and instead began sooner with whatever came to hand. There wasn’t much in Estonian: Koort’s papers in the old editions of Looming, Nietzsche’s Zarathustra and Will Durant’s stories about the history of philosophy in the series ‘Living Science’. Fortunately, he had begun reading Russian literature at school – at home they had more Russian great literature than Estonian, some of it with the old Tsarist-era ‘yats’ and ‘fitas’, and effectively supplemented the knowledge of Russian he had acquired at home. He could not actually say why he began to read Indian philosophy in particular rather than Plato, for example. This interest in the Orient must have been innate or in the air around him. He and Peeter both studied oriental languages as options; he studied Sanskrit and Arabic, and Peeter Hindi. For a month after they had begun their oriental studies Peeter would talk only of Indology, yoga and reincarnation, which he was familiar with from a Russian book with a hint of theosophy published at the turn of the twentieth century. He learnt Devanagari script, and they sometimes used it between themselves as a secret alphabet during lectures on Communist Party history to write obscene messages on what they heard. When the old Estonian duffer Martson, who had come from Russia, posed the rhetorical question ‘What did the Party ask its best representatives to do at this difficult time?’ Peeter wrote ‘To fuck off’ in Devanagari on the edge of his notes, and he replied with ‘To fuck right off’.


He listened to Aleks’s latest poem and got up. Karmen and Liia were just coming up to their table. He would have stayed with pleasure. He liked Karmen, who was studying medicine, although he felt he didn’t know how to approach her. He desired and feared women and the combination of desire and fear had become a huge wall between him and the fulfilment of his desires. And, apart from that, Malle might be in the library, too.
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Malle was indeed in the library. She was reading Kolozsvári Grandpierre’s Hungarian fairy-tales. They winked at one another conspiratorially. He took up his Radhakrishnan and tried to immerse himself in the ideas of the Mimamsa school. Unsuccessfully. He heroically kept at it for half an hour but could not stop stealing glances at Malle. Nearly every time Malle glanced towards him in the same way and smiled. Malle’s smile was something that rid him of his nervousness of women. It was at once sisterly and motherly. Malle was pretty, although not especially sexy. She was studying Finno-Ugric languages and sang in a women’s choir. They had met at concerts and had attended several together. Malle had also seen some of his poems, but if they had anything in common it was more music and linguistics.


He then remembered that the cinema was showing a French film that he would like to go and see. He would like it even more with Malle. He took a thick copybook out of the drawer, tore out a sheet of paper and wrote on it: ‘A visit to the last screening at the Saluut Cinema is proposed. I will provide a ticket and company if this is agreeable.’


He folded the paper over, making it into a dart, wrote ‘Malle’ on it and tossed it to the neighbouring table.


The dart came back by the same method and landed right in the middle of Indian philosophy. The reply was simple and brief. Her note slanted across the upper left-hand corner: ‘Suggestion received. Agreed. [Signature]’.


Malle’s father had been the manager of a state farm.
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The film was fairly sad. The action took place in a Parisian slum, the characters an Apache on the run from the police, his tramplike friend and his sister, whom the Apache seduces. In the end the tramp kills the Apache and justice prevails.


When the lights dimmed in the auditorium, he took Malle’s hand; Malle did not object. She had cold fingers which warmed gradually when he stroked them. They sat like that until the end of the film, hand in hand. He glanced at Malle once or twice. The light reflected from the cinema screen played on her face; she had a peaked nose and high forehead on to which her dark ringlets fell, giving her something of a classical air. For a second she reminded him more of the ancient goddesses of antiquity than a student of nineteen in her second year.


When the film ended and they were on their way to the exit with the rest of the crowd, Malle was Malle once more. The idea that he would escort her home was a matter of course. As if in concert, they turned into the longer road which went up Toome Hill. When they had walked beyond the university he slipped his arm under Malle’s, and they climbed the hill arm in arm, suddenly in silence. He squeezed her arm closer, and she reciprocated. They paused under the first street lamp as if by agreement and looked at each other, still in silence, and smiled. When they moved on he asked Malle whether she had had a garden and yard to play in when she was a child. Malle said that when she was a really young child she had, but when her mother and father divorced they had moved into a big house with their mother that didn’t. There was a park near by, though, and her grandma would take her and her little brother there for walks.


So during their childhoods they had been for walks with their grandmothers, one of them in one part of Estonia, the other in another, without knowing anything of each other. He thought that Malle’s grandma might know something of his grandma or at least something about his grandfather because his grandfather had sold all kinds of teaching materials to schools: globes, textbooks, skeletons, pencils, set squares and protractors. Malle’s grandma hadn’t been a teacher, however, so there was no reason for her to know anything of pencils, skeletons or set squares. Or of the salesman of many years past who could get no sleep now because of the tingling in his paralysed arm and his fear of being left alone in the dark.


He asked Malle if she had been afraid of being in the dark by herself. Malle had not. But then again, she had never been in the dark that much. She had slept in a room with her little brother; her grandma had slept in the room next door, and the door was always open.


Was Malle’s grandma still alive? Yes, she was. She didn’t go out much any more but was always busy at home, watching television and knitting socks.


Malle was six months older than him. They had both grown up without their fathers, he since babyhood, she since primary school. They had both grown up among women; neither of them really knew much of the world of men, that world of war, hunting, the smell of tobacco and beer, cards and bawdiness.


He squeezed the girl’s arm, thinking that they had so much in common. He felt something which could be tenderness and empathy but equally a desire to be closer to the girl’s body, to be allowed closer. Nascent lust was vague at first – he could not imagine how it was kindled – yet his body knew something without the aid of fantasies. He felt her warmth, the scent of her flesh and hair that blended with the fragrance of the park in spring.


They reached the large lilac tree where the buds were already opening and stopped by it. The lamppost was far away.


‘We could seek our fortunes, except it’s dark,’ said Malle. ‘Do you like looking for good luck among the lilac blossoms?’


Once, as a child, in a garden in Tartu he had found a lilac blossom with twelve petals. Malle thought that this meant he must be a lucky person. She had only ever found the plain old blossoms with five petals.


They turned to face each other. He looked at Malle. Her eyes were completely black in the dusk, the distant lantern-light glittering in them like little stars. He held her close and they kissed. It happened easily and naturally, almost without any fuss. Malle had very soft, warm lips. He had read that women close their eyes when they kiss, but men keep theirs open; but he couldn’t. His eyes shut almost by themselves, and behind his closed eyelids he saw thousands of burning sparks scattering in every direction as if he had his own internal little firework that had been waiting within him for a long time and was now being set off.


They walked on in silence. He felt that now there was something between them that tied them together; they walked and breathed to the same beat. Did they also think the same things?


‘You lit the sparks,’ he said when they had left the park and turned on to the road on the edge of the student dormitory.


‘You lit them yourself,’ replied Malle. ‘I saw them even with my eyes closed.’
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It was sunny the next morning, but in the afternoon it clouded over and the first shower of rain fell. He knew that he had fallen in love a little, although, sur prisingly, it did not make him giddy. Quite the opposite: everything was clear and tidy, his senses sharper than usual. The most surprising thing, though, was a kind of miraculous hitherto unknown calm. He wondered whether this was tranquillity, contentment. Such contentment did not have much to do with sex. The touch of Malle’s warm lips and cool hand seemed to have extinguished his lust and restlessness.


When he was thirteen, single-sex schools were abolished and girls arrived in their class. This changed his life completely. He sat sideways more, endlessly swapped messages with girls and had fallen in love with several of them at once. At around the same time he discovered poetry and began to read the Soothsayers, Lermontov, Pushkin and Eino Leino. He thought of little but poetry and girls. It was thrilling at first, but he soon began to realize that girls thought not about poetry but about boys, pop stars and clothes. He began to realize that he did not know how to talk to them about anything. He lived in a different world from the people with whom he happened to share a classroom. His world, his books, Mozart and Handel were strangers to them. Nor did he understand how they could write silly lyrics in one another’s notebooks when there was Heiti Talvik and Lermontov, when there was poetry. This stirred him to protest. He even tried to talk about it, to read Talvik and Lermontov to the girls. Only one, however, showed any interest. Her name was Olga, and her parents were Russian Estonians and Communists. He wrote his own fighting poem in Olga’s notebook:


Pegasus, when do you tire


Of taking your dung out of your byre?


When will you finally see the light


and realize that your poetry’s shite?


He was a young, committed moralist and gradually lost contact with girls. Nor could he be found among the boys after he discovered poetry and classical music. It was a crossroads. Behind him lay fishing, cars and the model aeroplanes he had carved out of wood in the countryside and painted the colour of aluminium.


His few friends and classmates took a different path: women and vodka appeared in their conversation alongside cars. Vodka held no particular attraction for him, and the talk of women simultaneously sickened and irritated him. The stories were vulgar and squalid, a woman featuring only in so far as she let the man have his way. But the fact that she let him earned her no thanks, only scorn. The flow of scorn and animosity in the boys’ stories startled him. He had grown up among women, was accustomed to the women’s world; he could not take exception to women; he did not feel like a man when he did so, as his classmates did.


He wondered whether, in scorning and hating women so much, the men were in fact scorning and hating their own burning desire that made them play at courtship which sometimes felt meaningless and humiliating to them; the desire that made them run after women to whom their attachment was nothing more than overwhelming lust. This was how yesterday’s carefree slum-boys fought and protested against the enslaving, ignominious lust for the women that the annoying teenage girls had suddenly become, upon whose moods, yeses and noes their lives would increasingly depend.


They could not admit that they were running after women, that they were slaves to their lust. They had to demonstrate to themselves – and more so to everyone else – that they were in complete control, that, in fact, the girls were the ones doing the chasing and the boys picked the one they wanted. Girls meant nothing to them. There was no talk of male lust, only of female lust, which was dangerous in its insatiability – a lecherous woman was like a vampire who would suck the life force out of a man. There was both thrill and comfort in the thought of a woman, dangerous as she may be, lusting after a man; in the thought that a woman might humiliate herself over a man.


He didn’t know how to play this male game. There was something in it that he rebelled against. He did not know how to treat women as inferiors let alone as dangerous creatures. He could not unlearn the rules and values he had learnt in the women’s world. To him a government of women was a natural thing that was absolutely normal. If anything dismayed him, it was the fact that the very women who held this power none the less put up with the men who both lusted after and scorned them in this way. The fact that they adopted the rules of a game in which they were to be conquered and seduced, as if they were indeed weak, as if it were in their nature to submit to men and do their will.


He remembered what a shock it had been for him when he realized that girls preferred not him but the boys who knew how to play this very same vulgar male game well – boys who smoked in the school toilets and went to parties smelling of alcohol.


Why were things like that? He slowly began to realize that both boys and girls were frightened of all the changes that they had undergone. They were afraid of themselves, their changed bodies, and they were afraid of the people to whom that body strangely, irresistibly drew them. In all that fear and confusion a game was something definite, something clear and simple in its banality. Perhaps that was why the game was played, dances attended, girls seen home, kisses cadged, invitations to the cinema extended … The game helped young people get together.


Perhaps his mistake was that he was too serious, that he didn’t know how to play. He didn’t know how to chat to girls at dances. And there were no girls in his circle with whom he could have talked only about Mozart, Lermontov and Talvik.


If he had had slightly more earthly interests he could have been accepted as one of the girls. Such boys did exist; he met one at university. He was a small, flaxen-haired guy who moved only in the company of girls, sat in their rooms in halls, flicked through the fashion magazines and discussed the new cut of a dress or hairdos. Unlike that boy, new cuts of dress and hairdos were of no interest to him. Since childhood they had been for him a ritual part of the women’s world into which men were definitely not admitted. He was taken along to the seamstress and the cosmetics lady, but, once there, he was forgotten; the women spoke their own secret language among themselves with its own weird Germanic vocabulary: ‘kurte’, ‘porte’, ‘krous’, ‘talje’, ‘antsuhh’ and ‘antproobe’. He felt left out and humiliated.


The same thing happened in the men’s world. It, too, had its own secret language and its own rituals. Here it was hunting, the beer hall, sauna and female conquest. Hunting, the killing of animals, was something he had been averse to since childhood, beer was something he did not desire and sitting in the sauna was something he could not tolerate. If he had felt at home anywhere else in the world he would not have cared about the men’s world. But now the one option open to him was to attempt to live on its fringes. He was unable to be completely on his own. He might have learnt to be if there had been no women. No blind, scorching desire that occasionally spilt over so violently and maddeningly that it was frightening. Even at school there were a couple of girls whom he had desired in this way. He even tried to dance with one of them but did not get any further with her. He understood that he and his desire – did they perceive it and how much? – were of no interest to them. He could perhaps gain access to them through the men’s world, through smooth talk, through uninhibited, bold behaviour and the faint smell of beer. Talvik and Dostoevsky were no help here.


During his time at university his approaches had, on a couple of occasions, been rejected with some amazement: so did he, an intellectual, poetry-minded young man want the same as the others? It meant that access to women via the men’s world was also closed to him.


Yes, this intellectual, poetic boy did indeed want the same thing as the others, maybe wanted it even more than the playboys who had already wheedled their ways into the beds of several teenage girls after parties at Kalev Cultural Centre.


He could not remember how it started. There was something in his very early childhood, something that strangely tempted him and gave him no peace. Certain pictures in books, certain stories he’d heard, certain books. When there was no one in the house he would clamber on to the sofa, take down the Encyclopaedia Estonia and explore the entry under ‘genitalia’ and the pictures under ‘copulation’. But this was not yet true lust; it was more of an odd curiosity in something that was a family taboo.


True lust came later. He remembered that better. At his great-aunt’s house in the country there were lots of old magazines; he read them over hours and days each summer in the attic. And somewhere in those journals he began to seek out and find the things that aroused and fed his lust. Estonian Woman and Farmer’s Wife contained advice for women on pregnancy, contraception and gynaecological problems. He learnt what was meant by menstruation, menstrual disorders, vaginal discharge and the known sexually transmitted diseases of the time. This was one side of the matter, the hard gynaecological reality. He could find the other side in literature, even in old editions of Looming literary magazine, annual volumes of which had been bundled into chests in the attic. His great-aunt’s husband had been a headmaster and a teetotaller. Instead of vodka he bought books and subscribed to journals. He could no longer remember the title of Karl Asti’s story in Looming, the story with the naked and brusque lust. On the one hand, the brusqueness excited and attracted him; on the other, it frightened him even more. But by reading how the hero made the pretty Jewess his lover he felt a purely physical sen sation that required physical satisfaction. He was taught to masturbate by his own young and restless body. It was constantly in his mind: the warm summer afternoon in the hayloft where he had slipped away with a few copies of Looming, where he had left his first semen. For a short time this gave him contentment, but it was mingled with shame and torment. Fortunately the journals from the old Estonian Republic were enlightened: they contained no horror stories about masturbation causing softening of the brain and other gruesome side-effects. But there was none the less a shameful quality about it, something which only the bad boys talked about, and even they only did so in the abstract. Even then wanking was a thing of anecdotes alone: no one admitted to doing it.


Self-pleasuring did nothing to help bring him closer to women though; quite the opposite. With his sexual interests he receded further into the shadows. Sex became something even more secretive, something he could not talk about honestly to anyone. At home, things like that were not discussed at all as such, and it was inconceivable for him to talk to the girls he danced with at parties about what he felt, wanted and did secretly in the hayloft or in the toilet of the communal apartment. With girls he had to play some kind of courtship game that never worked out for him. Why did girls still have to be surrounded like a fortress in the Middle Ages – in armour, complete with fluttering colours and a drum tattoo?


There was supposed to be a different kind of erotica these days. Boys and books talked about it. There were man-eating women, there were prostitutes, there were women of easy virtue. They didn’t have to be seduced and conquered; they were always ready. They waited for and searched men out themselves, especially attractive young men.


Why had he never met a woman like that? Did they really exist, or were they just a myth in the imagination of men and boys? Or was there nothing in him that women liked? Perhaps he was an ordinary, awkward adolescent boy distressed by his nascent sexual hunger and an equal hunger for human intimacy? He could not stop dreaming about a particular type of woman, a beautiful, slightly older woman who invited him over on various pretexts – perhaps she needed him to carry something, change a fuse or hang a picture. The woman offers him coffee and a glass of wine, they sit on the sofa; the woman’s skirt rises above her knees. She looks deeply into his face then strokes his head. The woman knows everything, she undresses him fully and … It was good to dream about it. How to enter a woman was a problem for him; he didn’t properly understand how it went. The pictures of the open vulva that he had happened to see did not fully explain where to get in. Why did something which came so naturally to cats, dogs, flies and dragon flies, without their having to learn anything about it, have to be so complicated for human beings? He was already worried about how he would perform once he was in bed with a woman. What awaited him was like an initiation, a celebration of his becoming a man. He felt that he would not be a man, would not be an adult, until he had known a woman, in the biblical sense of the word. Virginity was becoming an ever greater burden. He would have liked to catch up with the others. The boys from the capital city Tallinn, especially, had had their first experiences as men while at school and talked about it in the way fishermen talk about a catch. He had nothing to say. Once when they had come back to the dorm from the inn – he had occasionally spent the night there with people on his course – the conversation had strayed to some girls who were always up for it, and they had even gone around to knock on the door of one room. The door was not opened. Later he thought that perhaps he had escaped yet another humiliating experience. The fact that the girls refused his artless approaches was less of a problem. The thing he was really afraid of was that he would not perform.


But now there was Malle. Malle had something motherly, soft and warm about her. He was in love, and his love liberated him, at least for a while, from his secret burden of sexual desire and fear.


And there was the Teacher who was expecting him and his secret poems. That was an initiation, too, an initiation that he also feared. Just as much as if Brigitte Bardot or Gina Lollobrigida had asked him to spend the night.
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The flowering period for the pear tree in front of the Teacher’s block was already coming to an end, and white blossom was falling from it. From somewhere near the garden came the song of the pied flycatcher.


He had his poems in a briefcase, re-created on the new typewriter sent by his uncle, titles and page numbers in red – it had a two-colour ribbon. He had thought through his questions, too; they were on a slip of paper in his pocket.


The door was opened by Ellen, who smiled in recognition. Yes, Alo was expecting him. Would he be so good as to come in? Warmth cascaded over his back and head. His ears must have turned red – that’s what always happened to him. He was mortified and overjoyed all at once. He had been expecting him; the Teacher had been expecting him!


The Teacher bowed as theatrically as he had the first time and smiled. His handshake was warm and soft, although no longer as weak and distant as before. They sat down. A pack of Tallinn cigarettes was on the table.


The Teacher took his first puff and then asked whether he had brought his poems with him. The question was superfluous. He took out a slender file bearing the Russian word for ‘folder’ and handed it to the Teacher. He felt that this was more than just a handshake. It was his offering, his gift of longing for and devotion to the guru. The guru took the file and flicked through it. He could hear the rustling of the papers and the rapid, sonorous throbbing of his heart. Then footsteps could be heard. Ellen came in carrying a tray and three coffee cups, sat down with them and lit a cigarette. The Teacher closed the file. Were they the poems, Ellen was interested to know. Could she see them, too? Of course. What did he have to give the Teacher and his wife? Almost nothing. He was a beggar; he came only for what he could get. So it was good that this small trifle that he had was of interest.


Would he be able to keep the poems for a while, for a week, asked the Teacher, then he would be able to read them at his leisure in the evenings? His prayer had been heard somewhere up above and far away. The Teacher had sprung a trap that the student would not have dared to set. He was given the scope to come back here for a third visit. Perhaps he would then find other opportunities and might even begin to come and sit at the Teacher’s feet one or twice a month and listen to his magical voice.


The robin appeared in the doorway again, hopped around the room, stopped once, cocked its head and looked him in the face and went out through the other door.


The Teacher flicked through the file, his gaze lingered somewhere for a while, and on one occasion his mouth broke into a smile, and he pointed something out to Ellen, who also smiled and nodded. He supposed it could be one of the poems bordering on the surreal, some of whose characters were originally from Russian history:


Varangians wielding tridents


emerged from Ilmen’s foam


for in Pushkin’s sinful flesh


there dwelt a memory of living water.


It fermented in an oaken tub


where the workers’ hopes were stored


until at last one October day


they raised their yellowed heads.


He knew that it would have been wiser not to write poems like this at all or that at least he should not show them to anyone. But the Teacher was not just anyone. Not for even a moment did he have any doubt that he could be the channel by which the poems would find their way to places they should not go.


Then the Teacher put the file to one side and said, ‘You must come back some time and have your manuscript back. I see your typewriter has a very attractive typeface. Is it your own?’


Yes, it was his own or, rather, their own; they’d got it from his uncle in New York. An Olympia model.


The Teacher picked up the file again and inspected the typeface. ‘Very nice,’ he said. ‘One of the most pleasing typefaces to read. I see that the Germans haven’t changed anything about theirs; it’s exactly the same as before the war. You remember, Ellen, it was the same on our first machine.’


‘The one you gave to Juhan when he fled to Sweden, you mean?’ 


‘Yes. Don’t you remember? 


‘Have you been taught the Latin Habent sua fata libelli yet? I thought that typewriters might also have their own fate. I bought my typewriter in Germany from a Jewish university student who was emigrating; he had got it from the editor of a left-wing newspaper that closed down before the SS cleared it out. Juhan never made it to Sweden, though; the boat must have sunk. The typewriter’s probably lying somewhere at the bottom of the Baltic now.’


He said that he had already studied some Latin at secondary school.


The Teacher said he was happy to hear it. He admitted that he couldn’t read Latin as fast as he could read Greek, but one would have to be utterly idealistic to hope that anyone still learnt Greek these days.


He confessed that he had thought about learning it.


The Teacher was interested in what he intended to do with it.


He replied that he would read poetry and understand exactly what Plato and Aristotle thought and said. But he could not refrain from confessing that his interest in languages had come about when he had happened to read a book on the riddle of Atlantis as a schoolboy. That was when he had resolved to study languages that were spoken in the region where Atlantis was reputed to have been located. He was unable to pursue Atlantis quite so seriously any more, but the interest in languages had remained with him.


The Teacher laughed. He had started to learn Latin and Greek when he found a heap of old papers that had presumably started life with a pharmacist. There were German or Russian letters among them, but several of the letters and prescriptions were in Latin. It bothered him that he did not understand them and he decided to learn the language. But yes, he acknowledged that his was a much narrower, more personal interest compared to the student’s. Which languages was he now learning? the Teacher asked.


There weren’t that many. He could read English. He had a good knowledge of French, German, Spanish and Latin and some Sanskrit and Arabic, although he hadn’t made very good progress with them, as sometimes the lecturer cancelled lectures and sometimes he was unable to attend. He enquired whether the Teacher also knew those languages.


Sanskrit, of course, although the Dravidian languages were of greater interest to him. No Japanese or Chinese. His involvement with Egyptian had killed any interest in hieroglyphics. He had translated Chinese texts, some Mencius and Xun Zi, via German and English. The reward for learning Chinese was the infinite variety of things to read. As for the Egyptians, although he had read the more interesting texts there was nothing more to be done with them. He could become an Egyptologist and study, for example, the phrases used to address the gods Thoth and Ammon or attempt to reconstruct the vowel system of ancient Egyptian, but he had no vocation for it and the university would not have paid him to do it.


He asked the Teacher what he would have liked to do if he hadn’t had to do a paid job at the university.


The Teacher smiled and said that he didn’t think anyone had really asked him that before, so he would have to think about it for a while.


Ellen made use of the pause in conversation. ‘Do you remember you once said that you would like to study the gnostics and rehabilitate them, Valentinus and … ?’


‘I can’t do that, a whole new little library of gnostics has emerged from the desert sand in Egypt now. I’ve only seen particles of it. Thomas’s Gospel and the story of the Thunder Spirit.
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