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STORIES FROM A DIVIDED LIFE

Foreword by Ann Morgan

Unless you're a publisher, it’s not often that you have the privilege
of being one of the first people to read a book. But that was what
happened to me in 2012 when I began an email correspondence with
Ak Welsapar.

At the time, I was in the middle of a project to try to read a book from
every country in the world. It was proving to be an extraordinary, mind-
expanding adventure that frequently saw me agonising between many
tempting titles in an effort to select just one for each nation.

Not so when it came to Turkmenistan, however. Every time I tried
to source an English translation of a literary work from that particular
Central Asian state, I found myself hitting a brick wall. There seemed to
be nothing available.

Indeed, information on Turkmenistan itself was very hard to come by.
Beyond a few cursory articles outlining the physical location of the state
— between Kazakhstan, Uzbekistan, Afghanistan, Iran and the Caspian
Sea — and the role its ancient metropolis, Merv, played as a staging post on
the Silk Road before the nation was absorbed into the Russian Empire and
then the Soviet Union, finally achieving independence in 1991, there was
very little to go on. The few media reports I found focussed on eccentric
decisions by its rulers, such as former life president Saparmurat Niyazov’s
project to found a penguin sanctuary in the Karakum Desert, and the fact
that the capital, Ashgabat, holds the record for the highest density of white
marble-clad buildings in the world. Nothing I saw could give me a glimpse
of what life might be like for an ordinary Turkmen citizen and there was
certainly no mention of literary works by people living there that I might
be able to read.

In months of searching, the only promisinglead I uncovered was that
exiled writer and author of more than 20 books Ak Welsapar was slated to
be the Turkmen representative at London’s Poetry Parnassus, a gathering of
poets from around the globe organised to coincide with the 2012 Olympic
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Games. I contacted Welsapar to explain what I was looking for and he
generously sent me the manuscript of WM Coulson’s translation of the
novel that Glagoslav Publications went on to release in 2016 as The Tale of
Aypi. It was, to his knowledge, the first literary work ever to be translated
directly from Turkmen into English.

There’s a good reason that we in the anglophone world hear little from
Turkmenistan. Ranked 178 out of 180 in Reporters Without Borders’
2017 World Press Freedom Index and with a similarly abysmal human
rights record, the autocratic state is one of the most restricted places on the
planet. The media is entirely government-controlled and internet access
is kept prohibitively expensive for most citizens, with foreign-news and
social-media sites banned. In this secretive nation, ruled with the help of a
personality cult to rival that of the Kim dynasty in North Korea, criticism
of “The Patron’ — simultancous president, prime minister and commander-
in-chief Gurbanguly Berdymukhamedov — is dealt with in the strongest
terms. The same was true under Berdymukhamedov’s predecessor, Niyazoyv,
as Ak Welsapar knows all too well.

By the time Niyazov assumed power in 1991, when Turkmenistan
gained independence from the Soviet Union, Welsapar was well versed
in what it meant to live under suspicion. You could almost say it was in
his blood. His father had grown up as the son of an enemy of the people,
living with the constant threat of exposure and imprisonment, after his
own father died in the struggle against the Bolsheviks. This disgrace
overshadowed Ak Welsapar’s childhood, colouring his interactions with
teachers and students, and putting the family under great strain. Visits to
relatives in the border village of Miana — home of a historical rebellion
against the collective farm system — were forbidden in case they harmed
the children’s prospects.

But it was in the late 1980s that Welsapar began to feel the full force
of what being a dissident writer would mean. A series of articles in which
he revealed the chronic malnutrition of the rural population and the
devastating impacts of the overuse of chemicals in agriculture led to him
being declared an enemy of the people. Then in 1991, youth magazine
“Yashlyk’ published his satirical novel “The Bent Sword on the Old Carpet’
and the new Turkmen regime rushed to censor it, excising almost every
other paragraph. Unable to tolerate this desecration of his work, Welsapar
confronted the chief censor only to discover that, illogically, the department
had taken exception to his criticism of the former Soviet system. ‘Soviet
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power was no more, but Turkmen censorship continued to defend the
interests of the Communist system and the Red Empire, he told me when
interviewed him for the book that eventually came out of my international
reading project, Reading the World.

What followed felt like a return to the darkest days of the Stalin era.
Expelled from the writers’ union and the union of journalists, Welsapar saw
his books removed from libraries and shops, and burned. His blacklisting
had a knock-on effect on his personal life: friends and former colleagues
began to avoid him in the street. Meanwhile, his wife was fired from her
position as a teacher in a primary school and his ten-year-old son was
forbidden from continuing his education. After two years, the family had
had enough. In 1993, after twelve months under house arrest, the writer
fled the country - followed by his family in 1994 — and made his home in
Sweden, where Welsapar lives to this day.

The move granted the author the space to write without persecution
and, in time, the opportunity to reach an international audience far beyond
the scope of what he could ever have achieved in his home country. His
work has been published in several languages, including Swedish, Russian
and English, and he has received a grant from Human Rights Watch, as
well as Ukrainian and Russian literary prizes.

Back in the early 1990s, however, the step seemed potentially
devastating. Being separated from his audience — from the people who
read his mother tongue — could have spelled the end of Welsapar’s career.
‘I almost had to start from scratch as a writer during the emigration, he
told me. ‘But I had no choice. The choice between emigration and staying
in my native country was for me a choice between life and death, and I
chose to live’

Starting from scratch necessitated more than simply thinking of fresh
stories to write and learning languages to write them in. “When a writer
starts to write a new work, he or she tries to imagine its potential audience.
In my case, the audience I have now is much broader than it was before the
emigration. Through losing Turkmenistan, I have found another home
— Sweden, and not only that! So now, as I write, I imagine readers from
around the world. Because of that, I write so that my works are equally
interesting for readers of any country.

As well as expanding his readership, style and the languages in which
he wrote, exile also broadened and deepened Welsapar’s grasp of his subject
matter. As with so many writers who have resisted attempts to silence them
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— from Burkinabé investigative journalist Norbert Zongo to great Russian
dissident Aleksandr Solzhenitsyn — his oppressors’ actions ended up
working against them. Instead of intimidating Welsapar into wordlessness,
the repressiveness of the regime that had gripped his homeland merely
strengthened his resolve — and gave him plenty more things to write about.
In losing his country, Welsapar arguably found, or at least raised, his voice.

The stories featured in this book are testament to the way these
experiences have shaped the author’s career. Written over many decades
— some while Welsapar was still in Turkmenistan and others since he
left — and in a variety of circumstances, the pieces are, at first glance, very
different. This is not simply a function of them being the work of three
different translators: Lois Kapila, Youssef Azemoun and Richard Govett.
The mechanisms at work in the stories are themselves very varied. While
some display mythic qualities, others are rooted in specific times and places,
and make reference to particular political events. The rules differ between
the worlds evoked: dogs can talk in one and in another the dead have the
power to conjure a sea mist.

Yet, although the stories may appear very diverse, a closer look reveals
a number of common themes and tropes at work. The power of the
unexplained is among the most prominent. As in The Tale of Aypi, a book
that is haunted by the ghost of a girl who died some centuries before the
story takes place, the uncanny has a strong influence. The ground shifts
constantly beneath our feet, leaving us uncertain what to expect and what
to trust. In ‘On the Emerald Shore], the tale in the collection that most
recalls the novel, we are left doubtful as to what is real as the narrator
quests around for the explanation of a young man’s drowning. Perhaps in
this story’s universe it is possible for people to predict their own deaths, as
some of those discussing the incident suggest. Maybe the dead really can
control the weather. We can never be sure.

In other stories, this sense of uncertainty spreads to engulf everyday
objects. People cannot be trusted and neither can things. Even the most
innocuous-seeming of occurrences — a love affair, two carts approaching a
crossroad, a man writing at a desk — can turn treacherous and become the
thing that destroys your life. As Jummi, the luckless team leader in ‘One of
the Seven is a Scoundrel; says, ‘these days one of your two eyes can become
your enemy.

For readers, these sudden shifts in significance are as instructive as
they are unsettling. Faced with a reality that may never be quite what it
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seems, we find ourselves ill at ease. Like a citizen in a society overseen by a
fickle dictator, or a writer working in the shadow of freedom of expression-
limiting rules the specifics of which are left at the discretion of individual
censors — as was the case in the Soviet era — we can never be sure what is
safe. It is as though Welsapar writes us into the world he has left, letting us
taste the bitterness of living in constant fear of recrimination for offences,
or faults in interpretation, we may not even realise we have committed.
In some of the stories, this process is explicit. ‘Love in Lilac’, for example,
takes us through the horror of a romance curdling into a nightmare when
student Arslan discovers he has transgressed by falling in love with a
foreigner. The most harrowing scene is disturbing precisely because of the
way it makes the banal savage: after being hauled out of a lecture by KGB
agents, the student is taken to an office in an enormous grey building and
made to sit in the corner of a room in which a colonel is writing at a desk.
Nothing further happens. And that is precisely what makes the scene so
monstrous. As the hours pass and Arslan sits paralysed by his ignorance of
what has brought him there and what may be about to take place — to the
point that he eventually urinates where he sits rather than asking to go to
the toilet — normal everyday objects and activities mutate into instruments
of torture. The office environment, the man writing and even the simple
act of sitting on a chair become terrible and unknowable — things liable to
drive those exposed to them mad in the right circumstances. When at last
he is given leave to go, we see the damage that the experience has caused in

the way it has robbed Arslan of his ability to engage with quotidian things:

“The town deafened Arslan with the boom and clamour of its
usual, frantic rhythm, as if trying to draw him back to normal life.
It blinded the young man with countless billboards, emblazoned
with enticing names - look, it’s life! Come back, breathe, live!

But it wasn’t easy to return to normal life. Arslan felt like it
was all far away from him now. He felt detached from everything
around him. Everything he saw every day and which had made him
so happy was beyond him, behind him, not with him.

And the people hurrying by, and the cars rushing along the
evening avenues, looked unreal, like playthings. Or was it he,
Arslan, who had become a plaything?’
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The unease that underpins many of the stories in The Death of the Snake
Catcher is augmented by Welsapar’s use of voices. At times functioning
like a kind of Greek chorus, the ‘vacationing gossips and tattle-tongues’
that comment upon many of the incidents contest and overrule accounts,
complicating and contradicting the idea of a single coherent narrative. The
truth, we learn, is hard to unpick and may ultimately elude us, or, as the
narrator of ‘On the Emerald Shore’ puts it, ‘the most important thing, the
secret thing, maybe, slips away as always, and remains unfathomable’

Unknowability is evident in the ways the stories are told. Sometimes
it declares itself and is even the source of humour. The garrulous narrator
of “The Junkman), for example, is forever drawing our attention to the
possibility that his facts are incorrect or that there may be another version
of events. ‘T cannot vouchsafe that it all happened like that, because it was
all long before I was born. And I must say my Great Uncle, while being a
great lover of recalling various amazing stories from the past, was not famed
for his love of the truth, as far as I can remember’ In this piece, with its
cast of eccentric characters and frequent nods at other unnarrated scandals
and intrigues, the unreliability of what we are reading is part of the fun.
Meanwhile, in ‘On the Emerald Shore), the narrator exhorts us to ‘Judge
for yourself: would a father argue with his grown daughter in such a way
over a trifle?” almost as if he is absolving himself of any responsibility for
drawing conclusions from the events he relates.

The conversational tone in which many of the stories are recounted
adds to the play between the familiar and the strange that makes the book
by turns so enjoyable and alarming. Drawing on the Turkmen oral tradition,
Welsapar gives many of the narratives a cosy, informal air. Characters swap
jokes and insults. They complain about their everyday hardships — the
challenge of getting food, the problems of the harvest. The mundane feel
of many of the exchanges makes the sinister events, when they happen, all
the more unnerving. When it is possible for an NKVD official to swoop in
and abduct you as you are riding along in the sweltering summer sun and
gossiping with your neighbours, it seems nothing is safe.

The impression that many of the scenarios are a sort of waking nightmare
is reflected in the dreamlike settings Welsapar devises for them. Although
details add specificity in some cases, the majority of the stories in Zhe
Death of the Snake Catcher take place in a no man’s land - ‘on a mountain’s
foothills’ or in unnamed communities that seem to be everywhere and
nowhere all at once. There is a whimsical, almost other-worldly quality to

2 AK WELSAPAR



the landscape as though all the stories — and not just the events in ‘Egyptian
Night of Fear’ — are the product of the world of dreams.

The fable-like nature of some of the tales adds to this. In ‘Love Story;, for
example, the hero’s beloved asks him to prove his regard for her by bringing
her his mother’s still-beating heart, the sort of savage, outlandish quest we
might expect to encounter in a fairy tale. Similarly, the final piece in the
collection, ‘On the Edge) in which the sad fate of the anthropomorphised
wolf-hound Alabay represents the tragic lot of the Soviet intelligentsia after
the collapse of the USSR, demonstrates the ‘Aesopian language’ Welsapar
told me he grew adept at using to smuggle truths and political points past
the censors.

The blurred backdrops and mythic quality that many of the works
share reflects the universality that Welsapar strives for in his writing — his
desire to produce work that will appeal to readers anywhere in the world.
Indeed, in loosening the local ties in his settings, Welsapar gives his stories
scope to migrate to the most universal nation of all: the country of exile.
Decluttered of all but a few locally specific details — the beloved’s role as a
sankomissiya charged with checking the cleanliness of her fellow students’
hands in ‘Altynai’, for example, or the old Tula patterns on the lintels in
‘Ryazan Horseradish and Tula Gingerbread” — the stories leap free of their
context into a nebulous everyland where emotions and human responses
take centre stage. There is something of the starkness of the interrogation
room in the spare settings Welsapar creates, such that the inhumanity and
terrifying inscrutability of the many oppressors who patrol these pages
expand to fill the vacuum left by everyday things. Like helpless individuals
backed into a corner by the tyrannous regime bent on controlling us,
readers can focus on nothing but the immediate threat. We stand with
Jummi in ‘One of the Seven is a Scoundrel; staring into the NKVD ofhcer’s
eyes that have become so intense they seem ‘to have turned into a whirlpool
in a deep sea ready to devour everything.

Yet, although the stories frequently tackle dark subject matter, there is
alightness to the writing that lifts it out of the gloom that might otherwise
swamp these pages. We see it in the optimism of young lovers and in the
determination of many of the characters to achieve the dignity of leading
an independent existence — no matter how limited and basic that might
be. What’s more, hopefulness pervades the title story, in which two mortal
enemies — the snake catcher and his prey — meet and in so doing discover
that they have made each other what they are. Although their identities are
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built at least partly on their mission to destroy one another, the story hints
that the world might nevertheless be big enough to contain them both. As
Welsapar explained when I asked him about the collection: ‘People should
never forget that we are only part of a great life, a cosmos, and it does not
become a person to take living space from other living creatures. Only the
weak strive to destroy one another. The strong learn to coexist.

For all the difficulties he and his characters face, the belief that a better
reality is possible underpins Welsapar’s writing. Just as he continued to work
in the face of what must have seemed like insurmountable obstacles when
he was first blacklisted and forced to endure seeing his books destroyed,
so the people he portrays retain faith that survival is its own reward and
that tomorrow may bring better things. Even if ‘the most important thing,
the secret thing, maybe, slips away as always, and remains unfathomable,
the effort to express what can be expressed and live what can be lived is
worthwhile.

This optimism in the face of great adversity is the key not only
to the stories themselves but to the reason you hold this book in your
hands. Through Ak Welsapar’s persistence and commitment to his craft,
we English speakers now have access to not one but two literary works
from Turkmenistan. At last, more than 25 years after the state declared its
independence, readers of the world’s most published language have a choice
of texts that can help us picture how life looks in one of the most hard-to-
imagine nations on Earth.
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The Tale of Aypi
by Ak Welsapar

AK WELSAPAR

Tgie
Aypi

The Tale of Aypi follows the fate of a group of Turkmen fishermen
dwelling on the coast of the Caspian Sea. The fear of losing their
ancestral home looms over the entire village. This injustice is being
made to look like a voluntary initiative on the part of the fishermen
themselves, whilst the ruling powers cynically attempt to
confiscate their land. One brave fisherman from the village rises up
to confront them and fights for his native shore, as a response to an
act of cruelty inflicted on a defenceless young woman centuries
ago. This unjustly executed soul returns as a ghost during this
troubled time to exact a terrible revenge on the men of the village.

The relationships among the characters mirror the eternal

opposition between the forces of nature, with the intervention of
mystical forces ratcheting up the tension.

Buy it > www.glagoslav.com



Maybe We’re Leaving
by Jan Balaban

JAN BALABAN

MAYBE WE'RE
LEAVING

GLAGOSLAV PUBLICATIONS

A young boy from the housing estates comes across a copse of old oaks
to which he can escape, as to an oasis of calm. Although he may forget
about it once he becomes an adult and “puts aside the things of
childhood,” it will remain a locus of balance, decades later, for a single
mother struggling with the difficulties of raising the child she loves. A
husband, on the lip of an ugly divorce, drives across town in the middle
of the night to rescue his wife, abandoned by her lover, and then — as
she falls asleep in the car — takes the long way home, to prolong a
moment such as he has not experienced in years. An elderly doctor,
self-diagnosed with Alzheimer’s disease, makes use of the few precious
moments of consciousness granted him each morning to pass on to his
grandson what he has learned about life and living responsibly. Loss,
and permanence, the ephemeral and the eternal, are common themes of
Jan Balaban’s collection of short stories Maybe Were Leaving, presented
here in the English translation of Charles S. Kraszewski. With
psychological insight that rivals the great novels of Fyodor Dostoevsky,
the twenty-one linked narratives that make up the collection present us
with everyday people, with everyday problems — and teach us to love
and respect the former, and bear the latter.

Buy it > www.glagoslav.com



CONVERSATIONS BEFORE SILENCE:

THE SELECTED POETRY OF OLES ILCHENKO

CONVERSATIONS
BEFORE SILENCE

THE SELECTED POETRY
OF OLES ILCHENKO

An avid reader of English-language poets such as William Carlos
Williams and Stanley Kunitz, Ilchenko is one of the best Ukrainian
poets writing in free verse today. His poetry is associative, flitting,
and fragmentary. At times he does not form complete sentences in
his poems and links words together into phrases before shifting into
another thought or idea. The language of his poetry has a tendency to
collapse into itself, often forcing the reader to reevaluate a word or
line, to reread a previous word to focus on the poet’s inner logic. This
fragmentary incompleteness and permeability mimics much the way
human consciousness works without the filter of the written
communicative convention of sentences and grammatical structure.
This “slipperiness” and rapid shifting of voice comprises one of the
essential invariants in Ilchenko’s poetics. The poet also flaunts many
traditional poetic Ukrainian conventions. Like ee cummings he
tends to avoid capital letters or punctuation such as exclamation
points. One will find only commas and dashes for pauses, and an
occasional period in his poems, which do not always end with the
finality of that punctuation mark...

Buy it > www.glagoslav.com



Acropolis - The Wawel Plays
by Stanistaw Wyspianski

STANISEAW WYSPIANSKI

ACROPOLIS

THE WAWEL PLAYS

Stanistaw Wyspianski (1869-1907) achieved worldwide fame, both as
a painter, and Poland’s greatest dramatist of the first half of the twentieth
century. Acropolis: the Wawel Plays, brings together four of Wyspianski’s
most important dramatic works in a new English translation by Charles
S. Kraszewski. All of the plays centre on Wawel Hill: the legendary seat of
royal and ecclesiastical power in the poet’s native city, the ancient capital
of Poland. In these plays, Wyspianski explores the foundational myths of
his nation: that of the self-sacrificial Wanda, and the struggle between
King Bolestaw the Bold and Bishop Stanistaw Szczepanowski. In the
eponymous play which brings the cycle to an end, Wyspianski carefully
considers the value of myth to a nation without political autonomy,
soaring in thought into an apocalyptic vision of the future. Richly
illustrated with the poet’s artwork, Acropolis: the Wawel Plays also
contains Wyspianski’s architectural proposal for the renovation of Wawel
Hill, and a detailed critical introduction by the translator. In its plaited
presentation of Bolestaw the Bold and Skatka, the translation offers, for
the first time, the two plays in the unified, composite format that the poet
intended, but was prevented from carrying out by his untimely death.

Buy it > www.glagoslav.com



DEAR READER,

Thank you for purchasing this book.

We at Glagoslav Publications are glad to welcome you, and hope
that you find our books to be a source of knowledge and inspiration.

We want to show the beauty and depth of the Slavic region to
everyone looking to expand their horizon and learn something new
about different cultures, different people, and we believe that with this
book we have managed to do just that.

Now that you've got to know us, we want to get to know you. We
value communication with our readers and want to hear from you!
We offer several options:

- Join our Book Club on Goodreads, Library Thing and Shelfari,
and receive special offers and information about our giveaways;

— Share your opinion about our books on Amazon, Barnes & Noble,
Waterstones and other bookstores;

— Join us on Facebook and Twitter for updates on our publications
and news about our authors;

— Visit our site www.glagoslav.com to check out our Catalogue and
subscribe to our Newsletter.

Glagoslav Publications is getting ready to release a new collection
and planning some interesting surprises — stay with us to find out!

Glagoslav Publications
Email: contact@glagoslav.com
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This book features people from one of the most closed countries
of today's world, where the passage of time resembles the passage of
a caravan through the waterless desert. This world has been recreated
by a true-born son of that mysterious country, a Turkmen who, at the
will of fate, has now been living for a quarter of a century in snowy
Scandinavia. Is that not why two different worlds come together in
Ryazan horseradish and Tula gingerbread, to come apart in Love in
Lilac, in which a student from the non-free world falls in love with a
girl from the West?

In the story Death of the Snake Catcher, an old snake catcher meets
one on one with a giant cobra in the heart of the desert. In the dialogue
between them the author unveils the age-old interdependence of Man
and untamed nature, where the fear and mistrust of the strong, andi«gﬁx’

the hopes and apprehensions of the weak change places but co-exist
as ever. Egyptian night of fear, in which a boy goes to an Eastern‘f;f :
bazaar and falls into the clutches of depraved forces, is created in the .
writer's characteristic style of magical realism, while the novella
Altynai celebrates first love, radiant and sad, pure as virgin snow.

Now mythical, now lyrical, Welsapar's characters face life's injustice
with a surprising optimism and fortitude. The intense Asiatic colour not -

only of nature but of human feelings and relationships, is expressed by 2

the author in striking, expressive language making the reader unable to
close the book until the last page.
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