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For Maša and Gojko




As we endeavour to distance ourselves from our torments, madness is our last refuge.


What saved me was considering suicide. Had I not considered suicide, I would certainly have killed myself. So, the desire to die is my one and only concern; I have sacrificed everything to it, even death.


E. M. Cioran, Cahiers 1957–1972.
Paris, Gallimard, N.R.F., 1997




Of course I didn’t kill myself.


Although silent suicides lurk all around. They skulk. Silent suicides are not violent suicides, they are gradual, and on-going. My sister Ada is killing herself silently. And I sometimes kill myself slowly, I go through phases, then I pull myself together, get over it. Eating too much can be a silent suicide, as can starvation, often observed in ambitious and insecure anorexics or old people who have lost their teeth and their place in life, so they stare at the television screen, eating bananas and ice cream, if they can afford them. But starvation can also be forced, when people are killed by someone else (silent murder), when people don’t want to be hungry, but are.


Recently, in a transnational shopping centre, a man ran away from a guard with a little piece of steak in his jacket. The guard caught up with him and the packet of meat ended up on the ground. The man, whom the guard called a thief, managed to get away, but without the meat. Maybe he should have settled on a cheaper option, like another man who went for chickens. He slunk into the basement of a family house in Veliki Grđevac and removed from the freezer forty kilos of frozen chickens and ducks worth nine hundred kunas. It was reported in the paper that the owners had not anticipated a thief would steal their chickens and ducks. They probably thought that, in a village of 3,313 inhabitants, 80 per cent of them Croats, everyone loved each other, they all had enough to eat.


Maybe it’s safer to collect snails and sell them, and then use the proceeds to buy something to eat, polenta for example, or maybe to pay the electricity bill. The “policemen” of the European Union do not prohibit this; on the contrary, they encourage such initiatives. The snails have to be collected in April (that’s what T.S. Eliot thinks as well), because it usually rains in April, so snails slide smoothly, they get excited, emerge from their hiding places and then snail collectors can catch them easily. Snail collectors advise taking only adult snails, of thirty-four millimetres or more, because tiny snails are no use. So, snail collectors collect snails, then they sell them to snail dealers who pay half a euro for a kilogram of collected snails, then the snail dealers distribute them through their business partners to the European Union, to restaurants, where the snails, the escargots, are taken out of their shells, cooked in butter, wine or stock, along with garlic and other seasonings, then put back into their small houses and served to guests in portions of six to twelve, with little pliers for holding the shells and little narrow forks for removing the snails, and the guests then dunk them in thick aromatic sauces, smack their lips and say mmmmm.


Silent suicides visit the young as well. Increasingly. Silent suicides come to those who are isolated, who have become social outcasts, and because they are social outcasts, they often turn to drink, or drugs, whatever, then they get ill and become depressed and sad. I know one (older) man who did kill himself, leaving a little note in which he had written: I need peace and this is the only way I’ll find it. He was sixty-seven.


It has been scientifically proven that it is common for silent and invisible suicides to be committed by people who cannot accept change, who are a bit inflexible, cognitively rigid, unable to adapt, conservative (they cling to tradition, to the hearth, to the homeland, to the Church, and don’t let go), people who are obedient and emotionally repressed, so emotionally repressed that they forget to laugh, thinking they should mostly be serious; who are disciplined, who allow themselves to be disciplined, because they believe that’s the way to heaven. In the end they snap.


But that’s not always how it is. Those whose lungs and brains are constricted by people like that, so they can’t breathe, they kill themselves too.




Listen, get over it. What terrifies us about death is not the loss of the past. Forgetting is a form of death ever present within life.


Kundera







I have something to say on that topic as well. Death is not an event in life, but is the end of my life. If we take eternity to mean not infinite temporal duration but timelessness, then eternal life belongs to those who live in the present. Our life has no end in just the way our visual field has no limits.


Wittgenstein





So, I didn’t kill myself. Nor did I leave. I didn’t abandon anything or anyone, everything around me is as it was; here are the books, here is the furniture and my small, select collection of glasses, here are my clothes – worn-out shirts (100 per cent cotton), my pictures on the wall and my former self who no longer exists. Everything is here, only the space sways. I moved away to study small dead things, to observe close up dead things that refuse to die. Arranged in impenetrable cages of milky glass, seen from outside, those dead things appear like quivering figures, opaque and inaudible, but alive. So, on my short journeys, I observed those huge cages, approached them, tapped on them, placed my hand on them to summon those imprisoned within, in case they came close to me, so I could speak to them through that thick milky-white glass, to tell them I knew them, those imprisoned people, that I remembered their stories, that I was guarding their lives, but they just danced blissfully, disembodied in the silent vacuum. I remained invisible to them, external.


Then I came back.


There was a time when I had abandoned Rijeka, my language, my body, I was leaking away in droplets. Now I’m gathering up the remnants (of myself), this amalgam resembling the wet sand that children squeeze and make into wobbly figures, swollen, deformed and grey. Now I’m porridge-like, I’m porridge that is curdling, refusing a form, a porridge of squeezed organs, mush. Pith, pulp, formlessness. I glean rinds as well, vestiges of other people’s lives, to give them shape, even a distorted, deformed shape which occasionally emits a spark, and then I believe that not everything around me is utterly dark after all.


*


The town has not changed. People still walk diagonally, with great amplitude. They turn suddenly across my path, they spring up in front of me, as in suspense movies, making me jump every time. Pedestrians do not stick to their left-hand side; they attack, they leap out, they destroy my rhythm, they themselves move in a crippled, hiccupy rhythm so that my own gait becomes disorderly, jerky and erratic. Deformed. In the street around me people buzz, shout, bump into each other, steal those last remnants of my walking, then I stop stock still and let them pass, let them go, let them leave me a little bit of space so I no longer hear their empty chatter that makes my chest tremble and my brain experience electric shocks that erase my thoughts. A few days ago I sat down to take a break, to have a coffee, to wipe out the remains of my morning nightmares, my swaying dreams. At the table next to mine at the little pavement café, three women were shrieking, grinding words as though rolling small pebbles around with their tongues and spitting degenerate phlegm (sound monsters) in all directions, monster spirits that hovered in the air and rolled over the pavement, spreading across the space. What’s more, one of them kept hailing passing acquaintances and talking about their lives and hers from a distance of some ten metres, as though she was in a Neapolitan alleyway.


Once, at breakfast in a hotel, I said to a man who had been carrying on a senseless and repetitive conversation on his mobile at the top of his voice for a full fifteen minutes, Perhaps you could continue your conversation outside the dining room, and he replied: Have you never been to a hotel before?


In a café, I once called out to a woman who was shrieking into her mobile at the next table: Could you tone that down a little?, and she was stunned, she opened her eyes wide and said, Get lost, old man, fuck off, and carried on even more loudly than before.


My friends tell me to calm down, which is a somewhat milder way of saying: You’re cracked.


The din all around is appalling, it assaults one shamelessly. I have said before that I don’t know a noisier town than this. Sometimes the roar, the racket, the blaring, booming, thudding, rumbling, shouting, yelling, the general bawling – sometimes it’s so intolerable one feels like stopping in the middle of the street and screaming. Then maybe someone would pause, stunned into silence. The other day a woman came into the pharmacy, long bleached hair, dishevelled, with black grime under her fingernails, wearing flowery trousers like harem pants, like pyjamas in fact, screeching into two mobiles at the same time, one white and one red, and the whole pharmacy reverberated. When she came to pay she was fifteen kunas short, so she went out but soon came back, still shouting into the little instruments pressed to her ears. Then a nun came in, exceptionally quiet by contrast, to collect her prescription medicine. Her Medazol vaginal suppositories had arrived (for trichomonas infection, among other things), but she too was short of some ten kunas. She rummaged through her purse, and the pharmacist asked deferentially (why deferentially?) Does that seem a lot to you? and the nun said, now rather more loudly, somewhat brusquely, One could do without. What did she mean, one could do without, why should it be done without? I immediately imagine this penguin-like believer on a gynaecological couch, is she half-naked or does she open her legs in her bat’s habit? There’s a story going around Rijeka about a nun who had six abortions. The gynaecologist recommended contraceptive measures, but she said, That’s against my religion. Generally speaking, I have a problem with nuns. Outwardly, they look modest and humble, but they’re not. As soon as they’re touched (verbally), they become truculent, they raise their voices, sometimes they even become pugnacious, belligerent. Once I was waiting in a clinic, there was an unbelievable queue, there was no hope of reading even so much as a leaflet, partly because of the miserable light, partly because of the general clamour out of which from time to time someone’s penetrating, jarring voice emerged as patients described their ailments and exchanged test results in detail, blow by blow, then there she was, the nun: I’m in a hurry, she said, I can’t queue. Everyone fell silent, they looked at her piously, some even crossed themselves, as though the Virgin Mary had wandered into the waiting room. I said, I hope you won’t take long, and she pretended not to hear and went in. She stayed in the consulting room for forty-five minutes, it became so oppressive to be waiting in that darkness that even the pious grew restive. When she emerged, that venerable nun, I asked, Have you been getting prescriptions for the entire convent? She put her hands on her hips and said, That’s right. And fluttered away. The frame of her glasses was more expensive than mine.


*


Then, in that clinic, I got annoyed again, because now it seems even quiet people annoy me, not only loud ones, and that’s not good.


When I write and talk about the noise level in this town, some people feel personally affronted, as though they were the town, and in fact they are. But in the mere twenty minutes I spent in the pharmacy, three individuals asked for ear plugs, wax ones, they said, we want wax ones because the wax ones fit better, they block the sound best, they said, not the ones for keeping out water, they said, water ones are rigid and they slip out, while wax ones can be moulded to fit. There.




Listen, a great many people smile at such things, because they are not sensitive to noise; but they are just the very people who are also not sensitive to argument, or thought, or poetry, or art, in a word, to any kind of intellectual influence. The reason of it is that the tissue of their brains is of a very rough and coarse quality. Noise is the most impertinent of all forms of interruption. It is not only an interruption, but also a disruption of thought. Of course, where there is nothing to interrupt, noise will not be so particularly painful. Those sudden, sharp cracks, which paralyse the brain, rend the thread of reflection, and murder thought. On the thinker the effect is woeful and disastrous, cutting his thoughts asunder, much as the executioner’s axe severs the head from the body.


Schopenhauer





Dog owners walking their pets are best, they don’t talk, they walk in a straight line and pick up shit.


*


Writing Belladonna was a game. A jerky confession passably shaped by D. D. That had to be mentioned. For the sake of avoiding readers’ misconceptions, for the sake of truthfulness. As it is, there have been some misunderstandings, minor misunderstandings, granted, because everything has become minor, all this around me – conversations, places, contacts, footsteps, time, and I myself – my breathing, my sight, my testes. My lungs feel tight. In any case, confusion has arisen. A confabulation of my life has come about, as though my life could be pressed between the covers of a book. As though I had lived unreality, warehousing other people’s stories in my innards, ingesting other people’s lives, whose odour, whose sorrow, whose insanity had begun to rot my insides.


People say I have written an autobiographical book, Belladonna, or rather they say it is an autobiographical book by D. D., but it isn’t. Every novel is a novel about salvation, says Béla Hamvas, there is no novel without confession. There. So that it’s clear.


Autobiographical books don’t exist, autobiographies don’t exist, there are multigraphies, biographical mixes, biographical cocktails, the whole mélange of a life through which we dig, which we clear out, from which we select fragments, remnants, little pieces that we stuff into our pockets, little mouthfuls that we swallow as though they were our own. This rubbish tip (of lives) has swollen so much over the centuries that already it covers the surface of the globe and nothing in it can be recognised, nothing can be separated from it anymore, no uniqueness, no form, just overcooked husks, a mush which pulsates, barely, shallowly, before its exitus.


Now, if one is to write, and what is written is of absolutely no use to the deformed human race, it is best to “invent” a story that has already been told with as many words as possible on as many pages as possible and blend it all into a child’s drawing. For the sake of comprehension. For the sake of easiness. For the sake of breeziness which will undulate like a current of air above the rubbish tip of our existence, to drive away (our) stench, so that, at least for a moment, we can believe that we are not ebbing away, that we are not leaking out like black slime. No allusions, heaven forbid, no metaphors or symbols, but sticking one’s finger straight into the shit. Make it simple, simplicity, simplicity. But I’m not offering “a story”, because I write about people who don’t have “a story”, not about those or for those who are looking into other people’s stories in order to find their own.


A critic once wrote that his problem may lie in his exaggerated engagement. And added, It is very hard to succeed in incorporating engagement into a literary text. Critics sometimes experience his discourse as too moralising. He is an inconvenient writer, he keeps punching the reader in the stomach.


Much-vaunted writers can write truly worthless texts, but since they are purported to be great, and some of them are unbelievably boring and old-fashioned writers, they are not only untouched by critics, but praised to the skies, so they grow and grow, they pump themselves up, but they will get their comeuppance when they are no longer here, just as some who have been dead for twenty or so years already have. It happens the other way around as well. Which is no comfort, but rather a source of sadness or mild exasperation. Those who are immediately forgotten – assorted people, writers, painters, women, men, musicians, scholars – are often all too easily hooked out of centuries-long oblivion and their names are bandied about everywhere by the present, mercilessly magnified after their own present had kicked them into poverty, madness, despair, suicide, because every present is in fact tedious, because it has grown soft and spoiled, indolent, and goes around looking for a baby’s dummy which it sucks on moronically, rhythmically.


When one writes, it’s best to repeat things. It’s even desirable to transpose whole passages from one book to another, which I sometimes do, because people are chronically forgetful. And they are often surprised. When they are surprised, they keep shouting Imagine! In the past, even in the recent past, some sixty or seventy years ago, they were not so forgetful. So obtuse. So crass. The human brain has got smaller and keeps on getting smaller, it is shrinking like a woollen jumper washed in hot water. The human brain is running out of spatiality, running out of breath, becoming asthmatic, pale, the way the optic nerves grow pale until their final extinction, until blindness. Take music, for instance, the songs for hopping about to and screeching that are known as folk music, turbofolk, songs which bus drivers play manically throughout inter-city journeys and which are hummed fervently by passengers who gaze in yearning at the loudspeakers, moving their lips in a trance (how on earth do they know all those idiotic words?


Peter, Peter, handsome Pete, buy shoes for my pretty feet, and you’ll make my life complete!


My girl’s front teeth are missing, oh, there’s nothing like her kissing!


I look at the trees above, you are my first true love.


My legs may be bandy, but I’m really handy, give me a try, you’ll want me till I die.


I can’t wait to bury my old ma, and bring home my little Sara!


Die, my darling, I’ll join you in the ground, through our coffins our hands will be bound.)


If there is anything good about this primitive-dramatic whining, yelping and wailing, it’s that it blends into an amalgam of linguistic variants, Croatian, Serbian and Bosnian, with even the occasional Slovene or Macedonian word, so that, at least temporarily, for the duration of an inter-city bus ride, its insipid sentimentality overwhelms the aggressive belligerence of many people in these parts, some of whom are even toothless.


Idiocies (and outrages) are most easily recalled. The other day a director, praising the virtuosity of his actress, declared,

When she is alone on the stage, everyone looks at her, and after that an announcer said, Independence Day was sunny – that is what we fought for.


Nothing but repetition, all sorts of things are repeated, like feeble-minded people who don’t know what they’re saying, the worst are television and radio commercials which declaim impossible absurdities, screeching hysterically Turbolax – for regular evacuation of the bowels! just when I sit down in front of the screen with a sandwich and a glass of wine. And then:


Lose 100% of your weight in 30 days (!!!).


Problems with passing urine? Prostamol Uno – an efficacious treatment for inflammation of the prostate, Prostamol Uno! It’s easy to be a man. (?!)


Then comes a jingle: [image: image] then:


Crunchy wafer, Milka chocolate is something special for a bit of (whispering) good cheer . . . Milka Cristello, improves the mood, crunchy and light. [image: image] Save your memories in a C.V. photo album. Visit the website www.cv.hr. to make your own C.V. photo album, because our memories are important. [image: image] The best-known international writer (!) has inspired millions throughout the world. Jana, water with a message from Paulo Coelho . . .


A few days ago, I asked a shop assistant whether they had a particular cheese and she said, We had that cheese yesterday, we’ll be getting that cheese again in two days’ time, because it’s a very popular cheese, you know, it’s a very reasonable cheese, its price is acceptable, when we get it in, that cheese sells immediately, if it doesn’t come the day after tomorrow, it will come a day later and by evening there won’t be any left, because . . .


I said, Madam, stop, and she said, You should see a doctor.


Now, as I am composing this story, I shall be able to tell my son: here’s a window onto madness. Our planet is a cosmic madhouse, said Goethe as much as a hundred years and more ago, to which Nietzsche, while he was still of sound mind, and who did not have time to be driven mad by reality, before he was assaulted by Spiro-chaeta pallida, lues, or syphilis, added: With individuals madness is rare; but with groups, parties, nations and epochs, it is the rule. Like those who spend months camping in tents in the middle of capital cities, because their lives have lost all sense, because there are no more wars, because for them only war gives life meaning, because for them, it is only because of death that it is worth living, that’s what the priests who visit them say, but that will pass as well, life will forget them, whatever that life is like, because let me repeat once again what Giono said long ago: There are no heroes, the dead are immediately forgotten. The widows of heroes marry the living only because they are alive and being alive is a greater virtue than being a dead hero. There are no heroes after a war, there are only the lame, the crippled and disfigured from whom women turn away; only fools are left. After a war, everyone forgets the war and those who fought in it. And that is right. Because war is useless and one should not make a cult of those who dedicated themselves to the useless.


For this curtailed, mutilated age, there is no point in spreading its image. There is no longer any point in sewing up, patching, joining, putting more fragments into our panoramic frame, because all the components are rotten, in a state of decay, incompatible. The empty spaces are so great that they can be filled only with new empty spaces – which are nothing, an enormous elusive nothing, that das Nichts of Heidegger’s. So, yes, let’s make it simple.


It is good that books are disappearing, they too are getting smaller. Often the fattest books are the thinnest. Ironed, with no creases, tidily folded and put away, they are ready for disuse.


Yes, the cheese seller said, You should see a doctor.




I found her in a bad way. Buried in the cellar of the family house we had sold for peanuts in the early 1990s to some Italians. That’s what prices were like then, pitiful. Probably because of the war. The house is worth twenty times more today. And even if it had been left the way it was, with rickety old windows, a half-rotten wooden floor, a bathroom hastily cobbled together right beside the kitchen, which was decorated with bright-red greasy paint, that house would be worth twenty times more today (and it is). Foreigners became greedy, because foreigners like small Mediterranean towns, especially if by capitalist standards they’re run-down – they think they’re exotic. Like the people who live in them, also run-down, that is to say branded with the seal of socialist poverty. It’s a bit different nowadays. Tattooes are fading. Life in these little Mediterranean towns was cheap for foreigners. Back then. Some twenty years ago.


Today, the house is a titivated, extended, serious house on the top of a hill, some hundred metres from the sea, with a view of the sea. That’s worth a lot. A view of the sea drives people crazy – in a positive sense, it calms them, but it disturbs them too. There must be some atavistic link between the eye, the soul and water, extensive waters of mystic depths and an inaccessible, dark bottom. Some experiences of it quiver, are inexplicable.


The house is dry (apart from the cellar), in a small town sometimes steeped in dampness, it is a sunny house, several centuries old, made of stone and tall – the tallest in the street, with a terrace that looks out over the town, the bay, the islands and the open sea, with windows on the street side as well, so it’s a house with both outdoor and indoor space. It would be simple and in literary terms banal to say the house is like a person, because just as there are different houses, so there are different people, then one would have to describe the person whom this house resembles. There’s no time for that here, and no need. A lot has been written about houses, some of it is good, some, of course, is not because it’s superficial and shallow. This house also has attic windows through which the bell tower of the church rises up to the roof, so close that one could ride on it. At night, when it’s hot, the mistral blows in from the sea and lights tremble on the water, it creeps in through all the cracks (for no house can be completely sealed) and gets under the skin of the house, and the house breathes. And it is quiet.


The basement in which my sister Ada Ban lives does not look out at anything, in fact it looks at used-upness and tedium. At the occasional roof in the distance, somewhere down below, at the occasional façade in the distance and at other people’s illegally grafted-on terraces and balconies, and, although the basement has a concrete yard, my sister hardly ever spends time in it, because she is surrounded by all sorts of tourists who from on high look down at Ada, buried there. And the owners of those old houses are all inland owners from the new Croatia who do not know how the little town breathes, or how it dreams, or what it remembers, not to mention its crannies or its secrets. Like aggressors, like bandits, the new arrivals invaded the town and set about wounding it, tearing at its tissue, rummaging through its organs and its languages, so that today in summer the town becomes a blown-up, botoxed puppet, submissive and dumb. In winter, thank God, the town awakes from its summer stupor, from this drugged state, embraces its in-laws and, somewhat heavily, stretches and smiles, not thinking of the robotisation that awaits it the following summer.


One of these people exploited a three-metre gap between his hovel and that garden of ours, paved it over and built a kitchen and toilet there. In the stone wall that separates his place from ours he made an opening for extracting the human bodily stench, which was then wafted through the Ban family’s garden and settled on the table where we ate. Later that man, who died recently, covered over his toilet ventilation with an ordinary white ceramic tile, and that little tile now stands out among the huge, centuries’-old light-grey blocks – upright marker stones with weathered edges.


We sold the house because we had nothing to live on. In the new Croatia. My father, Ada and I. Our mother Marisa had long since turned into dust and was now seeping out of her corroded tin urn in Belgrade, instead of in Split.


It used to be lively in that house, it was noisy and cheerful. People ran up and down the staircase that cut through the three levels of the building, quarrelled over the use of the single cramped, ugly, socialist-style bathroom with tiles that kept unsticking; people shouted, dried cod was beaten flat, black risotto cooked, fritters fried, bean pasta was prepared in a large pot on a worn cooker with burnt, rusty rings, and carried down into the garden, which was then not paved, it was overgrown with weeds, but with a white early-summer fig tree in the lower right-hand corner and an old loquat planted in the centre. (The fig was cut down and the loquat died, one summer it dried up and, cracked with age, bent over and collapsed.) Dozens of litres of Teran wine from Motovun and Istrian Malvazija flowed, there was singing, there were a lot of people of all kinds, from fishermen and politicians to doctors and chess players, there were writers, the only people who didn’t come were those (few) city slickers from Zagreb, from the top of Rovinj hill. Because that house at 31 Bregovita (Hill Street) in Rovinj was the demarcation line between two worlds, and has remained so to this day in a somewhat impoverished, lopped, insignificant and already worn-out way.


On the terrace, shoddily built – everything about this house was largely improvised and botched – we played preferans until dawn (“we” being three close water polo-playing friends, one of whom was Adam Kaplan), then we went for a night swim, and at dawn for warm meat pie. When our parents were not about we’d bring home women for one-night stands, and Ada the occasional lover, in the morning the house quivered with unfamiliar footsteps, bent under the warmth of naked bodies, supple and sunburned, wanton.


Now, the house is old. A tired house, restored, but worn out. The Italians on the upper floors are old, their guests are old, Ada, down in the cellar, is old. Upstairs, the walls have been spruced up, new bathrooms built, the electric wiring replaced, the house has been made up, a gaudily dressed lady past her prime, and so few know what her pulse is now like, what (if any) memories haunt her and in what dust they disperse.


Somehow it happened, not at all by chance, I believe, that this visit of mine to my sister Ada and the stump of our outlawed house coincided with the publication of a book about tranquil days in Rovinj by the excellent writer Bora Ćosić. The book mentions this same little Rovinj street, Bregovita, which, it is very important to mention, because of history, because of the past, because of remembering, because of the people in that little town who do not live on the hill, but down below, in the belly of the old town, where the sun often does not reach, where there are no gazebos or verandas, where mould settles on the lungs, where cats yowl at night and sometimes rats gnaw at the rubbish, it is important to mention that this steep, stone street is also called via del Monte, just as for decades all the streets in this town have had two names, which used to grate on the ears of some people in power at the beginning of the 1990s, so that there was almost a premiere here of the chiselling away of street names, but that was left after all for the appalling Vukovar performance twenty years later. In those days Istria shouted “Tudjman go home!”, and thus saved the streets and identity cards and Italian schools and Italian kindergartens and Marshal Tito Square. Those up there, intoxicated with stinking Croatdom, persevered in carrying out “small” corrections, and they changed the name of the heroine Roža Petrović (whose eyes were gouged out by Italian Fascists, but nevertheless, blind as she was, she carried on knitting socks for the Partisans, including a pair for our father – to Ruža Petrović, so that now the little street that bears her name is somehow additionally crippled, blinded even though that little alley is indeed short and blind.


[image: image]


There’s a constant palaver with streets, with their naming and renaming. In the small town of Rovinj, before this last war, the main street was called Beogradska, and the only cinema the “Beograd”. Now Beogradska is called what it should be, Carera, because Rovinj is really Rovigno, and there’s no cinema, all that remains is the modified name of the little café, Cinema Café, beside the place where the cinema once was, while the building itself has been adapted to house a German bank. Films are shown in the little Baroque theatre built way back in 1854, when it bore the name of Antonio Gandusi, then a famous actor of the Novecento, born in Rovinj.


Alright, we won’t go on about history now. Although history, that of Rovinj for example, is very rich and fascinating, but quite unknown to many of its perennial (uninterested) summer visitors.


The top of Bregovita, here, the top of via del Monte, is occupied in summer by members of the old Zagreb (Agram) elite, which in my opinion is no longer any kind of elite because it has grown mouldy. That elite almost never talks about the history of Rovinj, or of Istria, just as it doesn’t talk about the inhabitants of Rovinj who live (or lived) in this little town, although they include internationally famous painters, there are also writers, there are doctors, architects, dozens of scholars, so the “elite” (on the hill) would be able from time to time to invite them to their tables (if only metaphorically), for otherwise they are “profiles” which interest the “elite” (on the hill) à la Madame Verdurin, more as profiles than as people. However, since that elite has degenerated with time, becoming hidebound, it increasingly eavesdrops on what is happening in that artistic field, while it hears and sees ever less, and ever less well. During the tranquil days in Rovinj, there live what could be called colourful – quite unusual – judges, fishermen, shopkeepers, custodians, and so on, unknown to the “elite”, for them non-existent.


For instance, that ”crazy, brilliant painter” who moved from one abandoned Rovinj house to another, the painter Bora Ćosić wrote about in his book as having left a house that he bought in chaos and tatters. Yes, she left paints and a mess after her, the confusion and disorder of a wild nature, cosmic and human. In his book about the tranquil days of Rovinj, Bora Ćosić mentioned “my friend”, but without calling the painter by her name. Now that painter is dead, so she can’t tell her friend that all her disorder, in life, in space, internal and external, all her painterly disorder, was in fact what Bora described in the catalogue of one of her exhibitions: a dread of the whole of existence. My friend, the joyful Zora Matić.


The fact that in his book about the tranquil days of Rovinj Bora Ćosić forgets to mention the names of people (who had been) close to him, upset me, because I now name people fanatically, too weightily for literature, that is, unnecessarily, obsessively, because I see more and more clearly that this, their name, is perhaps the last cobweb thread that separates them from general, universal chaos, from the cauldron of turbid, stale mash.


So, in that book, a little essay about three small wooden horses waiting in vain for the day when they will be able to leave the wall in Bora’s porch and trot off to freedom, is a touching and charming little essay, but there is no mention in it of

Ljuba Gamulin, who brought him both the horses and the story about them one summer evening and built them into the wall. I was there and I remember that enchanting moment.


Yes, Zora Matić lived in Bora’s house, in the house into which he had imported an aesthetic of order, an aesthetic of controlled civilisation, while hers, Zora’s, was an expressionist aesthetic, distorted and at times painful. Zora Matić lived in our house after it was abandoned at the end of the 1950s by Bruno Mascarelli. In that house, our parents’ former home, there wasn’t a single beam into which Zora had not hammered at least a hundred nails. She hung her own and other people’s lives from them. In that house at 31 Bregovita, Bruno Mascarelli left a whole wall covered in a charcoal drawing – of an Istrian fireplace, and it kept Zora warm in winter. Zora’s story is long and this is not the place for it, or perhaps it is, if this is a story, if this is going to be a story of people who fall outside frames.


Ever since she could remember, Zora had wobbled on the edge of that frame, those frames of lives, at times withdrawing – returning – into the picture, and then overflowing out of it again.


Zora Matić came to Rovinj in 1954, from Zagreb. She was thirty-one years old. In Zagreb she had worked as the director of a company, Dekor, which she founded in 1949. The People’s Front of Yugoslavia had given her the task of finding premises for the company, which was meant to undertake artistic/crafting activities, on condition that the premises must be in the main, Ilica, street. Given that in Croatia for at least two and a half decades tonnes of reinforced concrete have been poured over the past, it’s likely that few readers know what this People’s Front was. So, in brief. The People’s Front is the name of the international alliance of democratic parties opposed to the establishment of Fascist regimes. The concept came into being in the 1930s, during the period of aggressive politics in Fascist Italy and Nazi Germany. In Croatia those politics were endorsed by left-wing intellectuals (Krleža and Co.), and supported by individual members of the Croatian Peasants’ Party, so the People’s Front is mentioned also in documents of Z.A.V.N.O.H., the State Anti-Fascist Council of the People’s Liberation of Croatia. After 1945, because of its organisational breadth but also its political authorisation, it initiated and led all educational projects, and coordinated the work of cultural-educational societies.


Right, back to Zora Matić.


So, at the beginning of the 1950s, Zora goes from building to building (in Ilica), looking for a location for the Dekor company, she peers through keyholes and finally comes to a building housing the Jadran cinema, she goes into the courtyard and on the first floor, also through the keyhole, she sees an enormous hall, with quantities of wash-basins. She informs the relevant people in the People’s Front and the People’s Front requisitions the space, although the owner of those wash-basins, Zora tells me, is a friend of the influential communist politician Bakarić, so the decision is to an extent (briefly) held up, on Party instructions. However, the hall is nevertheless “mobilised” and in it all conceivable artists, as Zora puts it, obtain space to work. In the new Croatia, Dekor was privatised, then placed into liquidation, and finally it disappeared.


When I first saw the sea from here, Zora said, when I saw this red Istrian soil, it took my breath away and I said “This is where I’m going to live.” Because of her inordinate, as she put it, love for Rovinj, Zora lost the right to her apartment in Zagreb, and in Rovinj first slept on a hospital bed in an empty room, found for me by Bruno Mascarelli. Bruno was already in Rovinj by then.


Bruno Mascarelli came to Rovinj in 1948. He was twenty-two. He had studied painting at the Academy in Belgrade and later in Zagreb. Many Italians had left, there were a lot of empty houses, Bruno said, then gradually artists began to come. In summer, the Zagreb student Cesco Dessanti used to invite colleagues to his native Rovinj. Their arrival led to the resurrection of the town, material and spiritual. First Ljubo Ivančić, Edo Murtić, Josip Vaništa, Miljenko Stančić and me, then Slobodan Vuličević and Zora Matić. The atmosphere was brilliant, he said. We all got on well and we all worked.


I learned Italian quickly, Zora said – the last time we spoke, at the end of the 1990s, in her last abode, this time outside the old town, in a modern two-room apartment in which there still reigned a divinely elusive, almost abstract, disorder: a bath full of incomplete oil paintings on canvas and hardened, unusable brushes, among which rolled shrivelled apples, heads of cabbage and half-squeezed tubes of paint. It was possible to paint, she said, already then, in the early 1950s, it was possible to paint. I have only one socialist-realist oil painting made earlier in Zagreb, some weary fighters, she said. Stančić used to come at eleven or twelve at night to see what I was working on. He was a great artist and it’s a great shame that he died too soon.


As there were no museums in Rovinj at that time, a small but select group, initially with the assistance of the Local Council, set up a department for painters and brought paintings from the National Liberation Struggle, and then from the Red Island and Brijuni the works of well-known Italian and German old masters from the collection of the Hütterott family (and the Hütterott family is a special Rovinj story and how could I fit that in now?), works painted between the fifteenth and nineteenth centuries, and a real permanent display. Later, significant exhibitions from the Museum of Art and Crafts and the Yugoslav Academy of Science and Arts were organised, but also many individual and collective exhibitions of painters who are well known today. For two years Zora did all this on a voluntary basis. The Visual Arts Colony of Rovinj was founded, the oldest such colony in Croatia, and it has now been active for more than half a century without interruption. Its instigator was Bruno Mascarelli.


I wasn’t any kind of instigator, Bruno said. It came about of its own accord, the way cells of societies are formed in life in general. I dragged in the artists, writers and painters who came – some because of me, some with me. There were thirty-seven of us then from Zagreb and between eight and eleven from Belgrade. We were young, full of energy, far from the pressures of convention, open to ourselves and the world, in a movingly inspiring atmosphere. Some of us didn’t have either electricity or running water, coffee was a luxury, and we sent paintings to Rijeka on a boat that sailed around Istria. These were dreams on the scale of Don Quixote and similar attempts to create something. Dreams are important.


Soon afterwards, Zora Matić began to exhibit at home and abroad. As she got old she appeared less frequently, but she had two exhibitions, one in Rovinj and one in Zagreb, and organised an auction of her paintings, all for the children who had suffered in this last war.


What did Zora Matić paint?


I go through phases, she said. At one time, I did only heads. Those heads and my Istrian landscapes became so phantasmagorical that they began to be entangled with my personal life. I have a lot of expressionist canvases; they were all sold and scattered all over the world, I no longer remember where, nor does that interest me.


Zora also painted portraits, but portrait-painting is unrewarding, she said. People often don’t recognise themselves and get angry. Once I painted the portraits of three children in Germany. The parents didn’t want to pay me, because they maintained that the portraits didn’t look like their children. When I went back the following year, said Zora, they invited me to see how wonderful my portraits of their children were. And how like them the children now were. But still they didn’t pay me. When I was working in the Croatian Advertising Agency, immediately after the war, I painted portraits of politicians ad nauseam. We did Tito, Ranković, Djilas, Bakarić, we must have made a couple of hundred large paintings. That’s when I got to know Mascarelli. We were both working in the Advertising Agency, in the Yugoslav National Army premises housed in the Dubrovnik Hotel. We painted the leaders and made decorations. We wrote slogans, Zora Matić said, political slogans for parades and celebrations.


I didn’t have a place to live then, Bruno Mascarelli interrupted, so I slept in the larder of the Advertising Agency, with a Yugoslav flag for a blanket.


As you see, I didn’t move much out of Rovinj. Bruno soared to the heights, he travelled the world, he exhibited everywhere, and finally managed to get his life into some sort of order. Now he lives between Paris and Rovinj. Bora doesn’t mention him at all in his book, either by name or anonymously.


Yes, they don’t know me here, apart from in Rovinj, where I’m looked after and spoiled, Bruno chimed in with a smile. Rovinj was always special. Unfortunately, it never had its interpreters. What can be put right should be put right, but it’s not worth even discussing what cannot be fixed.


Maybe Bora Ćosić was ashamed of inviting me to share a table with those Agram stiffs, Zora said. Maybe he wanted to save me from their dumbfounded expressions, their sneering, perhaps even their disguised contempt. My paths never crossed those of that elite.


I didn’t study in Zagreb, Zora Matić says. I followed only two semesters at the Academy. In Munich I studied for three and a half years without any grant, without anyone’s help. That was in ’41, when I ran away from Zagreb. Mile Budak gave a speech in the big hall at the old display ground, after which the several hundred people present raised their hands in greeting. I found it comical, so I raised a hand and a foot, first the right, then the left. People around me began to laugh. I was eighteen. I wanted to go to university, but because of that incident, for ages they wouldn’t let me enrol. At the University there was a lecture for prospective students. The hall was full, I came in at the end, and the woman who was giving the lecture pointed at me and said, “If you don’t leave, I’ll have you thrown out.” I realised that it was all beyond a joke. I got on a train and went to Leipzig.


In Leipzig Zora works in a factory (she doesn’t say which) as a draughtswoman, and with a painter (she doesn’t remember his name) she learns to make landscapes and pointless flowers, she says. It was pointless, Zora Matić says, and goes off to Munich. I had a godmother in Munich, she says, who promised to give me a scholarship, but when she saw that I wasn’t enamoured of her Führer, she changed her mind. Then I enrolled in a school for applied art, but since I worked in my own way – the teacher would tell me to draw horses and I would draw my neighbour – they suggested that I go to the Academy. It wasn’t easy there because, owing to the frequent bombing, we spent more time mending the roof than painting. I came back to Zagreb in 1944, and then the new government almost shot me because of my sojourn in Germany. I was saved by Anka Špalj, a civil servant in the Ministry of the State Treasury of the Independent State of Croatia.


Zora Matić sang, she sang beautifully, she had perfect pitch.


I don’t sing any more. At one time, when I was with jolly company, I used to imitate the Neapolitans, I’m good at that. I even thought of studying singing at the Academy of Music in Munich, but they said either paint or sing. Now I’m O.K. The paintings I left in my apartment have been taken away by some distant relatives, people I don’t know. I see that they sell on the Internet for a decent price. Someone always comes along to steal your life. Bora could have mentioned my name in his book.


Zora Matić died, as though out of spite, on Republic Day, 29 November, 1999. That was her last transgression.


More than ten years ago, a small band of people from outside Rovinj, that is, summer residents, founded the Society of Friends of Rovinj. A statute was drawn up, the Society was registered, and when I saw that the Society was composed almost exclusively of the Zagreb elite, who get together in their town in any case, because they are presumably lovers of that town as well, I did not join the Society. In that Society (in practice, but also according to its statute) there was not and there is still no room for the other lovers of Rovinj, who really exist, for instance Italians, Hungarians, Slovenes, Serbs, Germans and Austrians, who have also been coming here for decades and staying for long periods. Today the activity of the Society is largely confined to excursions round Istria (when it isn’t quite the weather for bathing), to shared dinners and collecting membership fees.


When I took that photograph more than thirty years ago, 31 Bregovita was still ours, our family home, as was evident in its shutters, worm-eaten, rotted by rain and baked by sun. Today the shutters are white, freshly painted, the façade plastered, light yellow and almost cheerful. In fact, the whole street has become well mannered, its poverty and the smell of grilled sprats, fried sardines or dried cod steeping in the sun have all ebbed away and boredom has moved in. Tourists thunder down it, they stop by the cellar window behind which is Ada Ban’s bathroom (because opposite it there is an elegant shop selling souvenirs, wine, cheese and truffles, a boutique dominated by an old wind-up gramophone, one of those with a horn, emitting Beethoven, Mozart, Rachmaninov and excellent jazz, and about whose owners a strange and exciting story could be constructed), these tourists who stop, make a racket, yak yak ad nauseam, thinking presumably that Ada’s window is the abandoned opening of a storeroom, a dark warehouse, where old junk and rusty odds and ends are kept, which is no longer far from the truth. The guides yell, and one particularly in Russian, so Ada and I (when I’m there) think that she is shouting at the tourists, quarrelling with them.


So, one group on the hill, without ever seriously stepping out of their cocoons, visited each other alternately, taking it in turns to treat one another to three-course meals designed to a perverse degree and little glasses of benign gossip with flashes of impatience, so the twittering around the tables would become louder and falsely cheerful (rarely witty and lucid, more often tasting of muted lasciviousness), unadulteratedly adulterated. Others, the ones below the visible-invisible demarcation line in Ulica Bregovita/via del Monte, cooked in their unpaved gardens on improvised grills cheap oily fish caught that morning (with the occasional sea bass thrown in), making merry with a guitar, drinking from glasses of various shapes, eating off stained plates from old mismatched sets. All educated plebs. Today, they would be called middle-class losers.


Of course, for the (petty)bourgeois class moored for the summer at the top of Rovinj hill, peaceful days have now arrived. There are ever fewer members of that class, and so, encircled by the wall of their own vacuity, entrenched in rhetorically saccharine, but at times quite bellicose patriotism, they no longer have, as they once did, a group, with whom to spend evenings on the terrace with a view of Mediterranean helichrysum and the starry sky. Some have succumbed to dementia and ended up in hospital or some luxurious home for the infirm and are fading away at last, while their houses are inhabited by new people, unknown to me, among whom can be found the occasional newly fledged Russian tycoon; some of them so old that climbing (and descending) the hill is no longer an option, so instead they spend their summers in apartments in Zagreb, having first dismissed their long-standing seasonal butlers and other domestic help with a humble adieu, mon ami, adieu; they remain, once the young swells, now retired, spending their benign days in the languor of their deflated lives. And the “refuge” of Bora Ćosić’s house is also deserted. The four-metre-long black table with the four-metre-long black benches in the “reception room” (the veranda) of that house, Scaletta dietro Castello 3b, in which there are now Proustian flashes of Bora’s life, that black table is cluttered with objects of short-lived seasonal occupation, the profane everyday: newspapers, read and unread, some foreign, some local, little bottles of body oil, tubes of hand cream and sun cream, spectacles for seeing objects both near and far, an open packet of biscuits, a dish of tomatoes of various shapes and varieties, together with grapes, grapefruit, aubergines, red and white onions; the remains of breakfast – melting butter and crumbs of rolls, the sad disorder of transience, negligence, which, yes, conjures up tranquil days, but also abandonment, moving backwards into selective remembering.


I, Andreas Ban, am familiar with that house and its many cracks. Now, when I visit my sister, I cannot concern myself with the house, with its innards, its organs, its former brilliance and the story of the way the house, hugging itself, has now closed up. There was light in it, ah, oui, rapid breathing, the everyday crackled, time changed like baskets filled with quality gifts, but also baubles, trinkets, without which days become dense and grey. I, Andreas Ban, could write about the houses I’ve lived in for extended periods, there were at least twelve of them, about the houses in which paintings, chairs, files, photographs, antiques, family heirlooms and other objects bought at flea markets, together with all kinds of odds and ends, mark out the footsteps of several generations of my family, not only their steps but also their paths, well-worn roads which history first churned up, and then levelled in a Machiavellian way.


But I stuffed my souvenirs into black bin bags and pulled their plastic strings tight. People tend to collect bits of nonsense to remind them of things because it’s easier, there’s no effort, they don’t conjure up walks, scenery, conversations, aromas and touch, there’s no time for that as life flows by, for most people just babbling along. People arrange paragraphs of their lives on shelves and walls nonsensically, from time to time casting them a frozen smile and saying: Stay there, wait for me. When they switch off the lights, people imagine they will all be together again, reunited with their past, by then already rotten, mouldy, stale, crammed into lifeless objects, that they will touch one another again, tell one another forgotten, withered tales. Not a chance. Mementoes die as soon as they are plucked from their surroundings, they disperse, lose their colour, lose their pliancy, stiffen like corpses. All that remains are shells with translucent edges. Brain platelets, half-erased, are slippery terrain, deceptive. The mental archive is locked, it languishes in the dark. The past is riddled with holes, souvenirs can do nothing to put that right. Everything should be thrown away. Everything. And maybe everyone.


I would not then, as I climbed the hill (struggling to breathe) towards the amputated remains of our parents’ house, I would not have called to mind the many jovial days spent in Bora’s Rovinj fortress dietro castello (because I was being stifled by the hydra, not to say the present, that has adhered to my back like a rucksack) had I not, on that path towards Ada’s buried shack, been stopped in my tracks by one of those Madame Verdurins about whom the great writer talks so truthfully in his book. One of those people, as Bora would say, of the middle-class milieu, who despite the whirlpools of socialism, published her doctorate, found an academic post and a respected social position, but, for all that, retained a limited range of knowledge, and her conversation (like that of the clan to which she belonged) was wanting in most intellectual disciplines, and, I would add, often in ethical-political-national ones as well. So this personage, in no way provoked, with a dose of suppressed aggression and anger, fittingly although transparently camouflaged in sing-song but misshapen rhetoric of totally mangled accents, entirely in keeping with her (imagined) social-class status, this personage who maintains that only the products of grammar schools are worthy of her (of any) attention, that personage who also affirms that no-one in a university foreign languages department could ever, categorically, be awarded a degree, if they had never visited the country whose language he or she was studying, that personage, coming down the Monte as I was panting my way up, said, You had no business to write a book like that about the town which gave you everything. A home and employment.


Listen, I exchanged my dolled-up, tucked-in Belgrade apartment (with central heating) entirely legally for this neglected tenement in the small town of Fiume, whose windows don’t fit and through which the north wind whistles and where in winter I sit in the half-dark dressed for a ski run down some abandoned, neglected little mountain. In this town “which gave me everything”, I spent five years without work, because wherever I looked, whoever I asked, I was told that I was either insufficiently qualified, or excessively qualified. In this town “which gave me everything” (while, for my part, I asked nothing from the town, why should I, what was this town to me?), in this town people listened attentively to my speech (with absolutely correct, standard, positioned stresses) and would often plaster my forehead with the label of an invented, imagined, falsified allegiance, no matter which, religious, non-religious, national, anational, inimical; in this town “which gave me everything”, my son’s school friends told him that Ban was not a Croatian surname, in this town, where I did all kinds of loathsome little jobs, including writing speeches for the mayor, and when, after all reasonable deadlines had expired, I finally received the most miserable fee imaginable for writing those speeches and took my son out for a plate of ten ćevapčići with onions, and my son said “Thanks, Tata”, my stomach clenched like a pump squeezing out poison, although in fact, ever since coming to this town (“which gave me everything”), my stomach had been in a permanent state of paroxysm. I wanted to tell her all this, that woman, but I didn’t, because I am polite, so I shortened my utterance dramatically, so dramatically that even I was astounded by what I said. For years I had been silent, I used to say thank you when acquaintances wished me a Happy Christmas or Easter, about which I don’t give a tinker’s curse, but that changed as well, and now I wish them the same and with a fixed smile say, I neither believe nor celebrate. That way I succeed in deflecting at least a fragment of the everyday aggression of those who attack me.


That was twenty or more years ago, in the course of marking some day or other in that town of Rijeka, there was a celebration to mark it, in the theatre, with the so-called (pickled) crème de la crème present, I wrote a speech for the mayor in which I said (in which he said) that the situation with unemployed youth and the draining away of their brains was spiralling out of control, as it was with the elderly, retired population (which was already then craning over the edges of large rubbish containers and itself becoming trash), and the following day in the local newspaper (with tepid pride) I read my lines out of the mayor’s mouth, but right beside those seditious lines, calling for urgent, immediate economic and political changes, there appeared the reaction of the local leader of the right-wing opposition party, in which that rightist commissar pointed out the discrepancy between the words spoken at that theatrical celebration (performance) and the maritime party held by the ostensibly left of centre party where fine wines and little colourful canapés were served to la crème de la crème while cruising around the Bay. On the same day, the person responsible for public relations, the mayor’s right-hand man one might say, asked me to react in my “sharp style” (not in my name of course, but in the name of the Town) to the opposition leader’s “impudence”. However, I gave that P.R. person back her demand/request – merely correcting its grammatical and syntactical mistakes, which pierced my eyes – with the comment that in fact and unfortunately on this occasion I agreed with the right-wing party leader. That was when my speech-writing activities ended for ever.


Then in that town of Fiume (after I had lived there for five years) people suggested that I should secretly replace someone who was working part-time because she was dying of cancer, adding that in the course of carrying out that work I could not possibly write, because in that Local Council, in that Cultural Department, in that town which has interesting misunderstandings with culture, the work was such that it demanded twenty-four/seven commitment, and when I said that such secrecy was out of the question, because I did not like secret services, they raised their eyebrows in genuine surprise. Today, when I think back, perhaps that authentic astonishment meant precisely what the teacher with her fashionable foreign name had wanted to say, up there on the hill, there, we offer you a chance, and you reject it.


I no longer remember, and nor does it matter, whether that and the other miserable incidents happened before I left Rijeka, before I emigrated to Canada in fact, or after I returned from Canada. When I went away, I left my apartment to a newcomer who became the director of the local theatre and who was, of course, received considerably better by the town than I had been, the newcomer had a pedigree of fundamental non-moving, with the exception of some short-term, high-speed, business trips outside the borders of the newly created statelet, unlike me, with my forty-five-year absence from the motherland, my little homeland. When I came back, I found broken windowpanes, a burnt carpet, displaced furniture and greasy marks on the walls, but that, surprisingly, did not bother me. I replaced the windowpanes with new ones, I threw the carpet (four metres square) into the rubbish and cleaned off the greasy marks with detergent. What remains a mystery to this day is how and why my black Bakelite telephone disappeared. But the temporary occupant of my repository moved back to the small town of his permanent residence (the Town could breathe again) and died suddenly, relatively young.


There were issues with the faculty as well. At the beginning, the vice chancellor was a woman who had written a doctorate on the American Beatniks (I leafed through that illiterate little work) and along the way had become fairly active politically in what was at the time the caricature District Council of the Croatian National Parliament, and exchanged the little book of the Communist Party of Yugoslavia for a crucifix around her neck, and Party meetings and constructive criticism for Rules of the Mass with the people, mumbling in rapture: mea culpa, mea culpa, mea maxima culpa. Today that former, as they like to say, first female vice chancellor of the university in that little town (which had “given me everything”) hangs in a hall there, known as the Rectors’ Gallery, while the Lower House of Parliament no longer exists.


For five years I visited potential employers with my neatly typed and pruned life under my arm, but there was no sign of any permanent work. When I got to this vice chancellor I had not even opened my mouth when she asked me, in all seriousness, Are you Croatian? I turned and walked out. Multi-Culti Fiume-Rijeka had barricaded itself and remained padlocked.


To go back for a moment to that chief puppet in the puppet District Council of Parliament, which the nationalist H.D.Z. party renamed the Croatian State Parliament, so as not to lose continuity with the Independent State of Croatia (N.D.H.). In the

Evening News of 29 October, 2004, Darko Đuretek wrote that he had discovered that the parliamentary president’s portrait of Zlatko Tomčić had been finished, but that it would not hang on the wall until Šeks gave the go-ahead, and he also wrote that the only portrait to have been painted twice was that of Nedjelko Mihanović, because Nedjelko Mihanović had objected when he saw how small he had turned out, and was now waiting for the painter to make him bigger, and he also wrote that Katica Ivanišević was not altogether happy because of the brooch on her dress, which she, Katica, said was far more beautiful in the original. Katica Ivanišević was famous for her statement that after renewed elections in the Coastal-Mountain District of 1997 it was not the H.D.Z. that had failed, but the voters. Then they shunted her off to some kind of international society for human rights.


And finally, my scandalous treatment when I was eventually accepted (!) into the faculty, and with time became imprudently courageous and began to say things that were disagreeable for “dirty ears” (in the words of T. S. Eliot), and they kicked me out.


And as for the problems with enrolling Leo in Year Three of elementary school when we arrived in 1992. Some ministry or other required that Leo should first take a test in the Croatian language, Croatian geography and Croatian history (although geography and history do not appear in the curriculum for Year Three, instead there is something called “nature and society”), Only then will we enrol him, they said, so I had to ask that ministry whether Leo also had to take tests in Croatian nature and Croatian society which were taught in Year Three. And I asked what we were to do about Croatian maths and Croatian gymnastics, whether he would have to pass tests in those, or at least demonstrate them. Fortunately, the head teacher of the nearest school to us was a reasonable man, Professor Merle, a Czech by nationality, and perhaps that was why, as a member of a minority, he was sensitive to our problem, and he immediately enrolled Leo and presumably sent the ministry a favourable report.


Not to mention all the fuss over Leo’s enrolment in the first year of secondary school after we came back from Canada. That was a comedy, a black one. We were supposed to move from Rijeka to Zagreb. Some kind of more or less permanent work had turned up in Zagreb.


Mrs Vokić, the then Minister of Education and Sport, was in Norway.


Mrs Sabljak was with her.


Mrs Galović had remained in Zagreb.


In Zagreb there was also Mr Luburić (Deputy Director of the Office for the Advancement of Education) together with Mrs Grdinić. They were all then responsible for secondary education or the nostrification of school documents.
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