
   [image: Cover: The Village on the Edge of the World by Herta Müller]

   
      
         i

         ii

         iii

         
            THE VILLAGE

ON THE EDGE OF

THE WORLD

            Writing and Surviving Ceaușescu’s Romania

            Herta Müller

            in conversation with Angelika Klammer

            Translated from the German by Kate McNaughton

         

         
            
               [image: ]

            

         

      
   


   
      
         iv

         v

         
            Contents

         

         
            
               	Title Page

                  	Epigraph

                  	Owls on the Roof 

                  	The Rhyme Knows the Score 

                  	The Clothes of Socialism 

                  	A Man with a Bouquet 

                  	All Full of Cold Feelings 

                  	The Regime Buries Its Crimes 

                  	Two Sighs of Relief 

                  	The Wonders of My Fatherland 

                  	My Friend Oskar 

                  	Drawers and Letters 

                  	Notes 

                  	Also by Herta Müller from Granta Books 

                  	Copyrightvi

               


         

      
   


   
      
         vii

         
            ‘The arc that stretches from a child herding cows in the valley to the Stockholm City Hall is a strange one. Here, too, as is so often the case, I am standing beside myself.’

            Herta Müller, in her acceptance speech for the Nobel Prize in Literature

             

             

            In this book, Herta Müller charts this arc once more, in discussion with her editor, Angelika Klammer. The conversations that led to this book took place in Berlin in December 2013 and January 2014. To them have been added, in a revised form, central passages regarding The Hunger Angel, taken from a conversation that took place in Berlin in August 2009 and which was published under the title ‘Wie lange bleibt man eitel?’ [‘How long does one stay vain?’] in the literary journal Volltext. Zeitschrift für Literatur 4/2009.viii
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            Owls on the Roof

         

         
            ‘The landscape of childhood,’ you write in one of your essays, ‘defines how we view landscapes for the rest of our years. The landscape of our childhood socialises us surreptitiously. It creeps into us.’ In your childhood, cornfields ran round the entire world.

         

         Those huge Socialist cornfields. When you stood in the middle of one, surrounded by the dense cornstalks, the field was a forest. It towered above you, and you couldn’t see out of it. But it was missing the canopy above: there was no shade, the sun would blaze down on your head all day long, all summer long. And then, in late autumn, there were the countless forgotten fields. They were left barren and unkempt, they weren’t harvested. You could see them from afar. The snow would come and they would appear to roam across the plain. And so, seen from afar, from outside, the fields were like herds, roaming upright around the whole world. Upright, yes.

         
            In this oversized landscape, the child feels lost; she experiences her first great loneliness.

         

         2Things have stayed that way too. I believe there are two kinds of people, and what differentiates them is how they experience landscapes. Some people like to climb a mountain, stand with their feet almost touching the clouds and command the valley with their mind, with their gaze. They breathe freely up there, take great gulps of air and feel their chests expand. As for the others, when they stand up there and look down – that’s when they truly feel lost. I belong to the lost ones: my throat chokes up. The wider the view, the more constricted and harried I feel, as if I might be about to keel over and die. My very existence is called into question. I think this happens because of the endlessness I project myself into, in the face of which I am essentially nothing. I look out at a vast landscape and I feel a great sense of hopelessness.

         I used to experience Nature as physical harassment. It is pitiless, after all: it freezes, it burns, and you burn or freeze with it. The searing hot summers, the thirst in your throat, the dust of the earth: you have no defences against any of it. Your body is not made for these conditions – you ache and grow weary. You are not, in fact, a stone or a tree; the stuff you are made of cannot withstand Nature. You are laughable, transient. Whenever I worked in the fields, I would be filled with grief. I did not want to feel this grief: it only made my efforts even more laborious. But every time I set to work, the feeling would come, and it was always against me. It would not leave me in peace. It was a baseless, stupid grief, and each time it was as if it had been there waiting for me, in the field or in the river valley. How long will this body belong to you, it asked. How long will you be alive? You can stand in this landscape as often as you like, you don’t belong here. I found Nature hostile. In 3winter, too. Then, later on, I learnt that natural phenomena are used to torture people in prisons, in camps. The Arctic Circle and the desert, the frost and heat: they can kill and so can be used as instruments of torture, to destroy people. This thought kept occurring to me. Later, when I lived in the city, I still couldn’t understand how other people could feel exalted in Nature. They stand on a mountain and look down at the valley with their eyes and toes and are happy. How do they do it?

         
            So Nature seems hostile because we are at its mercy, and must assert ourselves in the face of it? In your texts, Nature is never presented as a place of play or contemplation – all it has to offer is hard work.

         

         For people in the village, the landscape was neither ugly nor beautiful: it was a place of work, a usable surface. Farmers need the landscape in order to survive, and the weather decides whether or not anything will come of that year’s crop. And then there is Nature’s incessant protests: sometimes it will flood everything, or make everything wither; sometimes you’ll have hail or a storm and the whole harvest is destroyed. I never liked the countryside. And yet I had a very close relationship with plants. Observing the landscape helped me feel less alone. I had to be down in the valley all day long – an endless stretch of time. So what could I do? Well, I busied myself with the plants. It just happened. I wasn’t doing it consciously, but I was looking for something to hold on to.

         I tasted them all. I ate a bit of a different plant each day. They tasted tart, sour, tangy or bitter. Clearly, I never happened on anything poisonous. Perhaps my long, daily 4loneliness gave me a kind of instinct for what was safe, like an animal. Why, for example, did I never eat a deadly nightshade or a lily of the valley? The valley lay on the edge of a forest, there were plenty of lilies of the valley.

         
            You describe how these actions express a desire to resemble the plants over time – perhaps even to undergo a metamorphosis – since the plants can cope with this landscape, while the child cannot.

         

         I always thought the plants were at home in the valley; they were happy with themselves and with the world, while I could only lumber around. I didn’t know what to do with myself. And I thought that if I ate enough of the plants, then maybe I too would belong, because the body I was walking around in would assimilate with them. I hoped that the plants I had eaten would change my skin, my flesh, in such a way that I would better fit in in the valley. It was an attempt to make myself close to the plants, to metamorphose. Metamorphose – the word wouldn’t have occurred to me, I wouldn’t even have known it. I knew only this desire to find a place for myself, to preserve myself, to make time bearable. You see your whole finitude, which you don’t have a word for either – but one doesn’t only worry about the things one has words for. I didn’t need to name an experience to learn how to cope with it, or at least not using abstract terms. And even if I had needed those words, it was good that I didn’t know them. There are some feelings, especially in childhood, that are as concrete as the body itself – no more and no less. They are simply there, and that is enough. It’s more than enough. For me, it was being foreign: I was constantly alone with these plants and 5yet I still didn’t belong. I remained foreign and it was difficult to bear. They were growing tired of me, and one day, probably soon, the Earth would gobble me up.

         
            The field only feeds people so that it can gobble them up at a later point. You view this cycle as aggressive, not gentle or natural, and one in which human beings are nothing more than ‘candidate[s] for the waxworks of death’.

         

         People plant something, it grows, then they harvest it and eat it. I thought: in your life you eat the flour from, say, thirty bags of grain, or fifty or a hundred, the wheat feeds you until the earth gobbles you up. For me, death has always meant that the earth devours you. And I thought the Earth was so large because so many people and animals had already died.

         I always tried to find the right way to measure things. If I eat my bodyweight in clover, then the clover will like me, I thought. But I didn’t know if it would be a good or a bad thing for it to like me. Or if I ate a whole patch of ribwort, as big as a bed, then perhaps I would be able to sleep for a while, just like the cows laying lazily in the grass. I also believed that each breath you take is counted. That they are threaded like glass beads on to a piece of string, to form a chain, and that once this breath chain reaches a length that stretches from your mouth to the graveyard, then you die. Because each breath is invisible, nobody knows the length of their breath chain. So nobody knows when they or anyone else will die. Similarly, I thought that if you were to cut off all the hair a man grows over the course of his life and stuff it into a sack, then he would die once this sack was as 6heavy as him. The question was always how long someone would live. I wanted to pin a measure on Time, so that it would become an object that you could see, that you could handle. But I never knew what the right unit of measurement was, so not only was I wrestling with this enigma of Time and its alternating languor and agitation, but I was also thinking up all of these absurd, fruitless calculations, which left me even more scared.

         And because I wanted to resemble the plants, I talked aloud to them. And I would spend hours laying down various flowers next to each other, comparing their faces, and pairing them up and marrying them to each other.

         
            Your task while working in the valley was to look after the cows. As animals, they occupy an intermediate position: they do not belong to the landscape as intimately as plants do, they are not rooted in it, but they are closer to it than human beings are.

         

         I was convinced that plants are only motionless during the day – that at night, when everyone is asleep, they walk around like animals and visit each other, or simply go and take a look at a different part of the world. That their roots stay in the earth and wait for them, and that towards morning, when it gets light, they return to them, and that that is why they appear to grow in the same place.

         Each day, I would also observe – unthinkingly at times, and sometimes with interest – these cows who were sufficient unto themselves. As soon as they reached the field, they would bend down and feed until they were herded home in the evening. They didn’t need anything else; they didn’t gaze at the sky. They barely looked at me either, thank 7God. They would swing their heads, because the meddlesome flies were crawling into their eyes. The only beautiful thing about them was their big eyes. They shone like water in a deep well and reflected me as if I were growing crooked out of the earth. Sometimes I felt sorry for those sad eyes – or perhaps I was feeling sorry for myself. There were also days when the cows would run around the meadow instead of feeding. And I would run after them, because I had to make sure they didn’t run on to the State-owned fields. If they did, we would have to pay the fines for any damage they did there. Chasing after them was unbearable. It left me tired to death, and filled with hatred for those cows.

         
            How many cows were you looking after, then?

         

         Most of the time we had three cows; now and then we would also have two or three calves. But once the calves were the requisite weight, we had to hand them over to the State. Three cows may not sound like a lot, but each cow was a huge thing and not as good-natured as it looked. Each one was wild and strong as a tractor, very stubborn and irascible. On those wild days I grew desperate. I learnt how to cry while running and how to run while crying.

         
            The trains that passed by were the only things that gave your days any structure. In them sat city folk in beautiful summer dresses. The child gets as close as possible to the tracks, sees jewellery gleam, another life flash by – and waves.

         

         Yes, the valley was quiet, you could hear the trains from far off and so I could get close to the tracks in good time. 8The train was like a visitation. As if guests had come to the valley, people of a type that never usually came to the village. As soon as the train hissed in the distance, I would already be untying my apron, so that I could use it to wave. In the morning, as I was getting dressed, I would consider which apron to choose – I’d wear the plain blue apron if I’d worn the flowery or spotted one the day before. I wanted to wave with a different apron, just in case the same passengers were on board each day. Unfortunately, the train was very short, just two or three carriages, no more, and once they had passed I felt abandoned, as if a terrible big white door had slammed shut right in front of my nose. I would walk away from the tracks slowly and put my apron back on as I walked. The train was always full of city folk, or well-dressed village folk returning from the city. When village folk went to the city, they would put on their Sunday best, so that their ugliness was less conspicuous. I had been to the city a few times with my mother, to go to the doctor or buy shoes. People in the city didn’t get so dirty; they didn’t spend the whole day in the sun, or in the dust of the cornfields; they remained on the pavements, in the shade of big buildings. Even early in the morning, the men would already be wearing short-sleeved shirts, and the women had high-heeled shoes and patent-leather handbags. In the passing train, too, I would see them, standing in the middle of the aisle at the open window: they were made-up, wearing brooches, necklaces, their fingernails painted red. And I – in my misery, my filth and loneliness – would wave at them with my old red or blue apron. If I had been born elsewhere or had different parents, I would muse every now and again, would I now be a different child? Or would I be the same child, regardless of who my parents were 9and where I was born? Would I always remain the same child, fused to my skin, regardless of what I wanted to be and how many plants I ate? Does everyone remain fused to themselves? I always felt that these thoughts were forbidden, that nobody should find out that I was grappling with such things. Nor should anybody see that I ate and married flowers. It would have been awful if anyone had caught me, because they’d have thought I wasn’t normal.

         
            But you didn’t get caught. Was it your family’s taciturnity – working or sitting next to each other in silence – that protected you?

         

         No, I never got caught. No one could tell what I was thinking – they couldn’t tell anything about me. You couldn’t tell anything about anybody. When night fell outside, everyone would come to the dining table for supper. We would eat, and no one asked anyone else how their day had been. Secrets clung to each of us. I was convinced that everyone was sad from their forehead to their toes, that everyone had these claws piercing their hearts and that we were all fighting against them. But they never betrayed their struggle: they kept it hidden inside them. I thought this village grief had everyone in its grip, that it was evenly spread across everything. You couldn’t escape it.

         
            Because one can’t escape it, you write, one must ‘endure grief and learn to understand it’. And right afterwards: ‘Childhood is probably the most confused part of life. So much more is built up and torn down at once than will ever be again later.’

         

         10I was very often sad as a child, because I was alone too much, and because I had to do a lot of work around the house too – cleaning the windows, for example. There were maybe a hundred windowpanes, triple sets of double casement windows. By the time you had finished washing them, you’d lost the entire day. Well, all right, you could do a bit of a slapdash job, but it still ate up a lot of time. I was raised to clean windows for the rest of my life. I haven’t cleaned windows since, but I know obedience to a nauseating extreme. You’re supposed to be prepared for something, you’re supposed to view it as absolutely necessary in life. But in your head the opposite thought appears, you say to yourself: no more window-cleaning, ever again. You free yourself. This internal, personal freedom, at least, is easy to achieve.

         
            Your mother’s life was entirely absorbed in these tasks. She would clean and sweep, she had a lot of brooms: a kitchen broom, a cow barn broom, a pig-pen broom and a hen-house broom, a woodshed broom, a smokehouse broom and two street brooms, one for the pavement and the other for the grass.

         

         It’s an exaggeration of course, but I used the repetition of the word ‘broom’ as a literary device to portray her cleaning mania. This cleaning addiction was probably not equally pronounced in every household, but for my mother it was her true purpose in life. When she wasn’t out in the fields, she was cleaning the house. She is one of those people who can’t simply sit and think, they always need their body to be active too. Her cleaning was pure habit – it had nothing to do with dirt any more. And just 11as I am averse to doing physical work, these people had an opposing internal drive: to exert their bodies. They were hell-bent on working, they strove to completely wear themselves out. In the case of my mother, it may also have had something to do with the five years she spent in a labour camp.* Drudgery was a means of retaining order, of keeping a hold on life, a way of holding one’s feelings at arm’s length. As for people like us, we set our minds to work in order to escape how we are feeling. But we are no different to my mother; we simply put up different defences. For my mother, working was her natural disposition. It was mechanical, she didn’t get tired; she was both entirely absent and completely present while doing it. She became whatever she was doing with her hands. She disappeared as a person and became an engine, a process in an apron and a dress. This is how I explain to myself why she never grew tired, why she never slowed down. Her hands were always working, except when she slept. I have no idea what she thought about while she worked. Perhaps she’d learnt to think of nothing in the labour camp? Is it a piece of good fortune to forget your head and selflessly open yourself up to the most arduous work? Who knows.

         
            12Silence at the dining table, being so absorbed in one’s work that one becomes pure process – this creates an atmosphere in which a sense of belonging together is primarily manufactured through shared habits and cooking pots.

         

         That is the view of an adult. For me, as a child, it was simply how things were – whether I felt good about it or not is a different question. People whose bodies are at work all day don’t talk about themselves. All that is talked about is what they’ve done: the movements of their working hands. But if somebody never says a word about themselves, how can you develop a sense of belonging together? Perhaps the fact of belonging together was so strong that we didn’t need to actually feel connected to each other. Everybody viewed it as normal that we belonged together, but this was not expressed in words or gestures. After all, when you sit at a table together, when you use the same door, the same cutlery and the same cooking pot, when your clothes hang next to each other on the washing line, there is something clear and valid about it: you belong together, these shared items and routines guarantee it. I don’t know whether the others ever felt lonely, whether they ever wished that we engaged with each other more. I really don’t think so though, and I certainly didn’t expect anyone to poke around in my village grief back then. Talking about yourself – I only discovered that later, in the city.

         When you write down your childhood, it becomes worse than it was. There is a sleight of hand at play in the child’s perspective in literature. There is admittedly a lot that is real in there, but it’s all conveyed through words arranged in sequence – words placed before, behind and 13after one another – whereas when you were living through it, everything was mixed up: one experience on top of the other, simultaneous and piled up.

         As a child I wished that I didn’t have to work so much, that I didn’t always have to go into the valley, that I could play more, that maybe I could even spend more time with other children, but there was no cogent overarching aim to these desires, no ambition to realise them. They were subliminal. The black-and-white of words on the page is a different imaginative realm to the thoughts of childhood. It is an artificially replicated world of words, reconstructed thirty years after the fact.

         
            Is this also why the child in Nadirs has no allies, or friends at school, no person they trust? In all your other books there is somebody with whom the first-person narrator shares her experiences, whether happy or unhappy.

         

         Perhaps I turned away from potential allies because I knew that what was inside my head was forbidden, because I didn’t believe myself to be capable of being normal. Because I did in fact know that it wasn’t normal to think that plants walked around at night, that life threads our breaths on to a chain and measures them, that the Earth gobbles us up. It was surreal. But religion is just as surreal, that added to it all: God is everywhere; He sees everything; the dead go to Heaven. I would search for dead neighbours or dead animals in the shape of the clouds and I would find them there, too. I knew that I would run into problems with God. If He saw everything, then He also knew what I was thinking in my head. OK, 14he wasn’t doing anything about it yet, but at some point he would punish me.

         The fundamental problem was that these thoughts and actions didn’t fit within the framework of what was permissible – so how was I supposed to tell anyone about them? I assumed that everyone felt the same as I did, that they were all stuffed full of secrets, of this grief that they couldn’t do anything about, which the village produced in people’s heads. Everyone had these claws piercing their hearts, but they kept it to themselves. This was how it had to be; everyone had to keep everything to themselves.

         Very rarely, people would slip up. When once, on the way home after Mass, I said to my grandmother that the Virgin Mary’s heart was a watermelon sliced in half, she answered: that may be, but you must never say this to anybody. And thus the topic was closed. In response to such slip-ups, my grandmother would also sometimes say: don’t think where you shouldn’t. Where, she said, as if when thinking one went to an actual place – down an overly long street or into an unfamiliar room.

         She talked about thinking as if it had feet. She was shy, monosyllabic. She spoke less than anyone else. And when she did say something, it was always short and flat, in a very dry tone. But her words would flutter inside me. They would churn me up and follow me for a long time. And they would keep reoccurring to me. Now I know that such sentences were more closely related to silence than to speaking – perhaps they were not even spoken at all, just thought out loud. The length of the sentence kept getting shorter as it was spoken. This speaking without wanting to, cryptic as it is, imprints itself word for word on your memory without you asking it to. I think these are innocent 15aphorisms – they don’t need any intention, they don’t even need themselves.

         
            God strikes the girl as a judging, punishing authority. Mary, in contrast, is a radiant Queen of Heaven; the girl kept paying her visits, brought her small offerings such as sweets, a match, a hair clasp.

         

         She was so pretty, a huge plaster doll with her heart painted on to the outside of her light-blue dress. She wasn’t a sculpture as far as I was concerned, she was the Mary, the one from Heaven. I never asked myself why she was here in the church and not up in Heaven. It was a normal place for her to show herself; she stood there and I was with her. Her long, sky-blue dress, who in the village had anything like that? And the fact that I made her various offerings, that wasn’t allowed either, no one should find out about that. It wasn’t straightforward, but the world wasn’t straightforward. I had considerable problems shuffling all of this around in my mind and coming to terms with it. It may be that I wanted to ingratiate myself with her so that she would tell the Lord that He shouldn’t punish me too harshly. Once you’d confessed, you had to say the sentence: I will earnestly improve myself and shun the opportunity to sin. As if I had sought out sin … Sin had sought me out! I knew after every confession that I would never be able to keep this promise, that I had lied. And thus every confession ended with a fresh lie. And that wasn’t going to stay hidden from the Lord, was it?

         
            Religion fosters fear, surveillance and control on the one hand – you had cowslip, or key of heaven, hanging 16in your house, that also saw everything – but on the other, it provides material for images. God, who, with His long, white beard, perches up in the trees above. And the dead are driven as clouds across the heavens, like army recruits.

         

         Religion was never any comfort – all it ever did was threaten you and apportion guilt.

         Children think both surreally and very concretely. But the surreal is of course concrete. I was only applying what the grown-ups said to me: God is everywhere; all the dead are in Heaven. So I searched for them and saw faces in the clouds, which then also looked like someone I knew. When the clouds were driven along by the wind, it was clear to me that God was pushing the dead around, like an army. He knows what they’ve done, and so who knows how He’ll push me around. For the time being He’s still watching me, but the evidence against me is mounting up.

         
            Fear – in particular, intangible fear – is also strongly connected to the night: it creeps right up to the houses, leans its back against the fences and everything goes pitch-black and dead silent.

         

         Darkness is eerie, because it encloses you and you drown in it – your surroundings disappear, you can’t see yourself. Night is an uncertain time. In sleep, you are taken away from yourself. But we’re lucky that in sleep we don’t feel the uncertainty of the night. When you wake up, it’s over: you are yourself again, you’re like new. And if you don’t wake up, you’re dead. I was always afraid in the dark: 17the air was black ink or black wool, thick mud or a huge animal pelt. Darkness shows you what death will look like when it comes. For death was always in the village; after all, it was simply the other, later stage of life. And just like life, it had its ways, its strategies and aims. It knew all of us, and had different plans for every person in the village. My fear of the night also had a lot to do with glass. At night, everything became fragile, as though made out of black glass. The night-time trees, the wind in the gutters, the rain, the cold, the whetted stars and the frosted-glass moon. And I would twitch my eyes in the dark until the stars wobbled, along with the outlines of the buildings and fences. I was convinced that objects, just like plants, walked here and there during the night and didn’t return to their original places until it began to get light – always at the last moment, just before they got caught. I would quickly flick on the light on the veranda, to catch the tables and chairs making their final moves. But I never succeeded, I was always a fraction of a second too late. The furniture was clever, particularly the mirrors: they knew what was going on inside people. They could see into you. People said the Devil sits in the mirror. When someone died, you had to cover all the mirrors in your house, so that they wouldn’t take the dead person’s soul. At night, I was also afraid of the very tall man who lived at the end of the village. People said he didn’t need to work; he got money from the city every month because he had sold his skeleton to the museum. The word ‘skeleton’ was creepy, I’d never heard it other than in connection with this man. Through this word, ‘skeleton’, the tall man seemed like the wooden frame of trees or long ladders. In my mind, he was more closely related to wood than to us people, and wood did not need to sleep, 18so he would walk around at night, just like all things made of wood did.

         
            The fact of having to cover the mirror, so that the Devil would not steal the soul of the dead person, is one of the types of superstition that you describe as poetic.

         

         There was also the superstition with the owls: that when they pick out a particular roof and hoot there, someone in the house will die. There were many roofs and many owls. You would listen out for whether the hooting was far away or nearby.

         Superstition, be it the Devil in the mirror or the owls on the roof, is poignant. There is something magical about it, it is basically poetry – the poetry of people who do not write. These are connections that transcend themselves and are dauntingly beautiful, linguistically and figuratively, when I look back on them today. But when you practise superstition, there is nothing poetic about it any more – then it is a reality just like any other. If the door creaks, I have to oil its hinges, and if someone dies, I have to cover the mirror, so that their soul won’t go off with the Devil but will find its way to Heaven. In both these cases, there is a remedy that takes the form of practical action. But there is still a big difference between the two: the door stops creaking once it has been oiled, but even once you have covered the mirror, your fear of the Devil does not go away. You do what superstition commands, but you do not know whether you did so in time or for long enough – you cannot rely on superstition as you can on a hinge. You do what you’re told, but the uncertainty remains, because it has a poetic dimension, which cannot be controlled. 19

         
            Fear, superstition and loneliness shape the world of the village. In contrast, affection or tenderness are only expressed covertly – if at all. You have to sniff them out. For example, in the question: ‘Do you have a handkerchief?’

         

         The question about the handkerchief showed me that my mother worried about me a little. Or that she worried about my external appearance at least. As a child from a respectable home, you had to carry a clean, neatly ironed handkerchief, just in case: to blow your nose, cry into, wipe your hands on, to dress your wounds, to fashion a handle out of it which you could use to carry things, or to make a purse, or a head covering against the sun and rain. I also kept finding lost handkerchiefs, and I lost a few myself. The most precious handkerchiefs were unique pieces: embroidered by hand, or with monograms or crocheted edges. Handkerchiefs are some of the most protean things in the world. Once, I saw someone drop down dead in the middle of the city, and watched as a passer-by covered the dead man’s face with his newspaper. Another passer-by then removed the newspaper, crumpled it up, stuffed it wordlessly into his briefcase, and covered the face with his handkerchief instead. The first man said: well, I don’t have a handkerchief on me right now. Half the page of the newspaper had been a picture of Ceauşescu – as it was every day. But I don’t think that was the reason for replacing the newspaper with a handkerchief, or at least not the only one. Even without a picture of the dictator, the newspaper was not suitable as a first, ambulatory death shroud. It made this sudden death on an asphalted park path even more miserable. The handkerchief, however, changed the picture: 20it nestled and protected, it was not just a practical gesture, it contained tenderness, a wordless condolence. I forgot to walk on; I was churned up inside and lame on the outside, as one is in such moments. Filled with curiosity and disgust, you stop as if glued to the spot, for much longer than you wanted to. The two passers-by were long gone. I grew sentimental in the belief that perhaps sympathy was burgeoning inside people again, in spite of all the brutality of this broken Socialism – that perhaps empathy can appear as suddenly as falseness and denunciation. I cried, but the dead man was not the cause, only the occasion. Faced with this public death on the asphalt, I wept for the whole picture, which struck me diffusely – the loathsome dissembling, the constant menace and the wild fear that governed the State – and above all for myself.

         When I look back at my childhood, it wasn’t just our feeling of belonging together that went unseen: the same applied to all our feelings. If you never speak a word about yourself, you never betray any feelings at all. I think I would have been alarmed if my mother had suddenly cuddled me. I wouldn’t even have perceived it as cuddling, I wouldn’t have been able to adjust to it, I wouldn’t have interpreted it as tenderness – I wouldn’t have been able to bear it at all in that unexpected moment. I think one can be just as alarmed by unexpected tenderness as by unexpected violence. If you are regularly beaten as a child, you lose any horror associated with it. You feel the pain, that doesn’t change. But you lose the horror. Something peculiar happens, and this is the worst thing about it: your sense of dignity is upturned. How can I put it? Regular beatings do not make you physically insensitive, but you develop a kind of desire, in defiance of your own understanding, to 21feel your own body in pain, to become the version of you engendered by that pain – because this feeling is so different to when you are not in pain. The violence gives rise to a sweetness that is reprehensible according to your own moral standards. And you even have to disavow this sweetness in your own eyes so that you can desire it again the next time. And it gets even more complicated still: in this sweetness which you are disavowing because it is unacceptable, you sense dignity. The dignity of the body, perhaps, before which your mind is ashamed. After all, when dignity is created while and because you are being humiliated, then you really are seriously damaged. I was given a beating every day for everything and nothing: for a stain on my Sunday best, a bad mark at school, a poorly cleaned windowpane, for returning home with the cows too early or too late. Sometimes the beatings were administered by hand, sometimes using a tea towel, a wooden spoon or a broom. It wasn’t like this for everybody, but it was for a lot of children. Clips round the ear and light beatings weren’t even worth mentioning, they were part and parcel of everyday life. In her rage, my mother would scream that she regretted every blow that didn’t hit its mark. For her it was about hitting her mark, the reasons for the beatings were secondary – you could always find a reason. And I was so numb to it that I didn’t make any effort to behave in such a way as to not be punished. I knew I would get a beating regardless, the beating had more to do with her than with me anyway. Now I know that she was hardened and broken: she had only just survived her five years in a Russian labour camp, and they were not yet far behind her when I was born. So many people around her had starved or frozen to death; she had been luckier than them, but she 22returned destitute, married quickly, had a child which went blue and died after it was born, and a second one shortly afterwards – which was me. She did not speak about the camp, and if she did she always used the same, cryptic sentences in which she herself never appeared. She would say: wind is colder than snow, thirst is a worse torment than hunger. She forced her life into a merciless normality and this included, for her part, the beatings, and for my part the numbing and the exchange of dignity for humiliation.

         
            You came across a more extreme form of this dynamic later on, in a nursery.

         

         Over twenty years later, I was a nursery teacher for a few weeks. The headteacher briefed me on my first day that we were to sing the national anthem first thing every morning. Then she showed me the canes on a rack: long and short, thick and thin. The children were primed for beatings. When I got close to a child, they would press their eyes closed, turn their face away from me and say: don’t hit me. But the other children would shout in a chorus: go on, give it to him, give it to him. It made my skin crawl, and I would think of my younger self; I knew how they were feeling, these children who had been trained to be beaten. I never touched the canes, but the children were already brutalised and hysterical. They despised me because I didn’t beat them – they asked me to beat them, as if it were a gift, a mercy. They did not react to words, not even if I screamed. My attempts to assert myself all failed. Working in the nursery, I came to understand my former self. I knew what it meant to ask for a beating, for the humiliation to be trumped by an impertinent inner pride – I knew all that 23from my mother. The fact that the nursery, and therefore the State, viewed the education of children as synonymous with beating them was even more egregious than bellowing out the national anthem every morning. But I think it all went hand in hand: without this idea of humanity being made out of concrete and this ideology that crushed everything, there would not have been any canes in the nursery.

         But what remains incomprehensible to me to this day are my fits of laughter. I often felt compelled to laugh at the most inappropriate moments: when something valuable dropped to the floor and shattered, when someone fell and hurt themselves. The worst was at funerals: I would look at the rosaries between people’s fingers, the yellow-grey tongue of the singing cantor, the priest’s toecaps like black snouts under his white lace cowl – and my mouth would slip into laughter. It was my attention to these details, stripped of their wider context, that did it. I couldn’t avoid the laughing fits, and then, once they’d started, I couldn’t stop them. I wasn’t feeling joyful at all, nor was I making fun of anything. I couldn’t connect any image I saw to its wider context, to what it really was, at that point. I was probably dividing up what I could not bear as a whole. And as such, in laughing, my sympathy was greater than if I had been crying. I was distraught, but nobody seemed to understand this. I didn’t understand it myself, and I didn’t try to justify the laughing fits. To do that I would have had to explain them, and even now I still have no explanation. I would endure a wordless beating for every one of them, and I was ashamed of myself and knew that I deserved it. There’s something I still don’t know to this day, though: is there a form of laughter that is more profoundly sad than 24weeping? A laughter that has fallen on its head, tumbled upside-down into an abyss? At any rate, a laughing fit is harsh and cutting, it hurts inside, it is an attack, an extravagance, an outbreak of all sorts of things – but it is no outbreak of joy.

         The laughing fits allowed me to offload the village grief I carried around with me, which was continuously produced, both individually and collectively, by all the props and tools of the village. Every funeral would stay with me for an eternity, and I couldn’t eat meat for days afterwards. I have never tried to explain this illogical connection to myself. Even if I were to consult a psychological expert, the most they would be able to offer are interpretations – there is no certainty in the accursed connections between the internal and the external.

         
            * Around 70,000 Romanian Germans were deported into forced labour by the Soviets at the end of the Second World War, mainly to camps in the Ukraine Soviet Socialist Republic. This was part of a wider policy of deporting ethnic Germans living throughout the European USSR during and after the war, first out of fear that they might collaborate with the Nazi invaders, and then as a form of war reparations for the damage inflicted by the Nazi regime on the Soviet Union.
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