Goran Stefanovski

The Heart of The Matter

Hello. My name is Zoran. I am a poet. Many years ago I used to live in a country called Yugoslavia. I loved my fatherland and our leader Tito. I used to say: if you cut my heart in two you’d find the Yugoslav red star there. 

I worked as a kind of a journalist in a factory paper. I was an artist. I felt that my place and role in society were crucial. I felt I was a part of Europe. I wrote a long poem called “The Heart of The Matter”. It was a patriotic poem which said we should all be prepared to die for our fatherland. Here’s a little excerpt: 

“When it comes to the last battle

I’ll give my life for you, oh Fatherland!

Knowing what I give

and why I’m giving it”.

Important men of letters have told me that it is a great poem as it makes very good use of metaphor, simile and other poetic things. It was published in numerous publications. I got a prize for it. 

Now some say that it was a Yugo-nostalgic poem. That the Communist regime paid for it. What an ugly phrase: the Communist regime? Those were my people. My generals, my comrades, my teachers. You have to trust somebody. But I say, hey, that was then and this is now. We’ve moved on. It’s progress. Let us not look back.

Things changed. The regime died. I was a poet. I couldn’t publish anymore. I had to start again. Reinvent myself. 

I got a job as a kind of a journalist in a front-line military bulletin. I redrafted my poem Heart of The Matter. Only this time it was dedicated to my new fatherland, the ex Yugoslav Republic which became a state of its own. I was an artist again, I felt my place and role were crucial again. But Europe was now my enemy. I loved my newly found old religion. I used to say: if you cut my heart in two you’d find a little cross in there. 

My poem was printed in numerous publications. I got a prize for it. Now some say it was a nationalist poem. That the masters of war paid for it. What an ugly phrase: Masters of war? Those were my people. My generals, my priests, my teachers. You have to trust somebody. But I say, hey, that was then and this is now. We’ve moved on. It’s progress. Let us not look back.

Things changed. The regime faltered. I was a poet. I couldn’t publish anymore. I had to start again. Reinvent myself. 

I met an English girl. She said they’re hungry for Balkan writers in London. She said I had sexy Balkan style, just what they were looking for in the European publishing circles. I said my English is not very good. She said, that’s what they like, they looove broken English, an authentic voice. I decided to try my luck. I emigrated.   

I arrived at Heathrow, my heart in my mouth. I looked around. No one there. No Europe waiting. I joined a long queue, some immigration officials wanted to know my name and the purpose of my visit.  

Months passed. I was waiting for a sign, a call. Nothing. I became depressed. Every day was like salt in my wounds. I planned to kill myself. A spectacular suicide, blaming it all on Europe. I spent my weekends imagining Europe coming to my funeral, swollen with grief, all sexy in black. 

The English are strange. I find work in a hardware store and work like a dog – most of them live off benefits. I speak proper English - they speak with an accent. I have read Shakespeare, they haven’t. I go to evening school, they don’t. Now that’s not right. They should go to evening school. “English language and culture for beginners.” 

One day this amateur English theatre director appears, invites me to work with him on a community project for hyperactive immigrant children. I said that’s insulting, I’ve come here for literature, a Literary Prize, signing at a major bookshop chain, a bestseller. He said I was wrong, he started telling me about schemes, funds and initiatives. “There’s a whole game out there”, he said, “quick money.” He told me I would be ideal as The Face of Cultural Inclusion. That sounded like a venereal disease. 

He takes me to meet this woman in an office. She sits me down. She says she wants to empower me, draw me into the public arena, give me access to the debate and the political process, make me voice my interests, get a concept of my cultural affinities. It felt like I was at the dentist’s, but it gave me a brilliant idea. Why work for them when I can work for myself. It was time for a change. England sucked. I was a poet. I had to move on. Start again. Reinvent myself. 

I went back home. Franchised my own NGO.  I learned how to walk the walk and talk the talk and siphon funds, domestic and international! Now I  know how to demand substantial investment in civil society, education and culture. I swear by the cooperation framework and the Stability Pact for South-Eastern Europe! Do I support the campaign for 70 cents for Culture? Unreservedly! Wholeheartedly! More money for them, more money for me. 

I have a new draft of my Heart of The Matter. Only this time it’s not   dedicated to my motherland, it’s dedicated to Europe. My place and role are crucial again. I feel I’m a part of Europe again. Now I say: if you cut my heart in two you’d find a little European flag in there. My poem was published in an NGO magazine. I got a prize for it. 

Now some say it is a neo-colonialist poem. That the neo-colonialists paid for it. What an ugly phrase: Neo-Colonialists? These are my people. My NATO generals, my priests of multiculturalism, my teachers of the latest trends in democracy. You have to trust somebody. Let’s look to the future.

I hear that they are having a conference at The Hague in Holland one of these days. You’ll never guess what it’s called. “The Heart of the Matter”. Coincidence or what? They’re discussing stuff I know a thing or two about.  I haven’t been invited. It’s all right, I don’t mind, I hope they have a good conference. 

Had they invited me I would have told them a few things. I would have told them to be careful with their mechanisms of political correctness. For years before it collapsed, Yugoslavia believed it had all the necessary tools for lasting peace, reconciliation and prosperity and brotherhood and unity. Everyone pretended they loved everyone else. And then one day a strongman came and banged his fist on the table and said: “Gentlemen, the game is over. Fuck off.” And that was all it took for the whole house of cards to slip into civil wars. 

Oh well! Wars. So what? Let’s think positive. Some redistribution of wealth, Smart Offshore Outsourcing, Cross-cultural conflict management. 

The worse it is for the common people, the better it is for us poets. I mean for our inspiration. Things change. Regimes die. New ones are born. 

If things don’t work again, I’ll start all over again. Reinvent myself. I keep all of the versions of my poem. Whatever happens, however history turns, I’ll have a suitable version to go with it. And I’ll be able to say again, with a smile on my face, hey, that was then and this is now. We’ve moved on. It’s progress. Let us not look back.”

Well, that is the end of the soliloquy of my imaginary character. And here I come back to my own voice. Well. Where do I go from here and what do I say now?  You might ask me to what extent I agree with my character? To what extent I am my character? How much is his mindset also mine? It’s hard for me really know this or talk about it, but I do know that a part of him resides within me. He is someone I have daily arguments with, someone I try to tame, negotiate with, bring to his senses, wrestle with and agonize over. 

Which brings us to moral of the story: did I hear us say we were in the business of Enlargement of Minds? Well then, that is the kind of mind which needs enlarging and demands our attention.   

Good luck to us all. 

And let’s not give up without a fight!

