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Abstract

This article raises the question of functioning of the Biblical narrative in
modern literature in the context of the local/individual experience of faith and the
epistemological and existential question of truth. The focus is on two novels by
the Bulgarian writer Teodora Dimova (born in 1960): Mapma Mapuam [Marma,
Mariam, 2010] and ITepsusm poxden e [The First Birthday, 2016]. This case is
particularly interesting because the Biblical story about Jesus has not been used
here in order to create a parody or blasphemy, which could be expected as far as
the postmodern de-contextualisation and re-evaluation of tradition are concerned,
but to offer both an aesthetically original and theologically orthodox vision of the
Christian God. So how to paraphrase the Biblical story and remain orthodox? How
to actualize the existential potential of the Bible and achieve novelty? The analysis
is conducted in the perspective of Paul Ricoeur’s existential hermeneutics and
phenomenology of memory, especially his concepts of testimony and mimesis,
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with regard to the question of the reception of Biblical paraphrases in (Bulgarian)
modern culture.

Keywords: Bible, modernity, Bulgarian culture, Bulgarian literature, Teodora
Dimova, reception, apocrypha.

Teodora Dimova (born in 1960) is one of the most acclaimed
contemporary Bulgarian writers. She became famous at the
beginning of the twenty-first century with plays and novels on social and
moral topics, particularly with the novel Maiikume [Mothers, 2006], which
has been awarded multiple times and translated into many languages.
Recently, she has focused directly on the issue of religious elements
within the everyday life experience. Interested in the Christian tradition,
even officially involved with the Orthodox faith, she has written various
texts which develop Biblical motifs and interpret human existence in the
perspective of Christian values and dogmas (cf. Dimova, 2018). In this
context, I would like to analyze two of her works: Mapma, Mapuam [Marma,
Mariam, 2010] and ITepsusam poxoen den [The First Birthday, 2016],' and
by doing this - to raise the question about the truth(fullness) in literary
paraphrases of the Bible narrative, as both works are poetic transpositions
of the Gospel story. First, I will explore their relation to the source with
regard to a dichotomy “aesthetic originality — theological orthodoxy”, and
then I will try to overcome this perspective and problematize the question
of accuracy and reception.

As far as the main storyline is concerned, the novel Marma, Mariam
repeats the Gospel; it tells the story of Jesus of Nazareth, from the
Annunciation to the revelation of the Risen Lord, although the action
takes place in a non-linear way: it contains many reminiscences, conveyed
especially through the free indirect speech. The events are presented from
the constantly changing points of view of various characters, both the main
and the supporting ones. The evangelical narrative is in fact a tale of the main
character, Marma. The novel is set in two spatio-temporal dimensions. The
primary dimension, or in fact the meta-level of the plot, which is marked
in the book in italics, is Bulgaria after 1989 and the story of a middle-aged

! In further analysis I will use the term “novel” with reference to both of the texts. However,

it should be noted that The First Birthday is in fact a short novel, a novella, and is described as
such by the author herself - the subtitle of the work is ITosecrn. The genre differences are not
relevant to my inquiry, although they correspond to the differences in terms of the plot and the
setting that can be seen in these two works.
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woman about how, as a result of unhappy events in her life, she has ended
up in a small seaside village and began to serve in a small Orthodox church.
There, she has opened up to God and decided to tell the story of Jesus
of Nazareth again and again, and thus eventually she has become famous
among the country folk. In this sense, the novel is a dynamic record of one
of her stories.

As a result, at the level of composition, the novel stands out. The
framework of one particular life of a contemporary woman along with the
polyphony of the evangelical story enliven the familiar, almost boring tale
about Jesus. In addition, the connection between the two spatio-temporal
dimensions reveals itself during the storytelling. As the narrative develops,
different epistemological perspectives integrate. The reader learns that
the main text of the novel, which is divided into chapters introduced by
thematically selected quotations from the Holy Scriptures, is only a tale,
a story within the story. Then the spatio-temporal distance vanishes: first
between the storyteller and the events she talks about, which is marked by
giving up the inferential mood, a characteristic feature of the Bulgarian
language, in favor of the realis mood in simple past or present tense, and
then — between the protagonists of the story and the fictional recipients. The
storyteller reveals herself more and more, speaks directly to her listeners,
placing them more and more clearly within the very action that is built.
The culmination of these shifts is when the fictional listeners are identified
with the readers of the very novel - the Bulgarian people after the fall of
communism, who have opened to the new trends in Western culture but
lost their Orthodox faith; who have been deeply connected to the national
Orthodox/folk tradition but at the same time used to the (alleged) lack of
religious elements both in their social life and literature. The famous (self-)
stereotype of Bulgarians as religiously indifferent receives here a second life;
it was defined and spread by Bulgarian intellectuals in the interwar period,
especially by the very influential literary historian Boyan Penev (Penev,
1921; cf. Drzewiecka, 2018), and then developed during communism.

Considering the plot, the novel complements the Gospel narrative also
by offering a commentary to it. As a result, we are told, for example, why
Mary married such an old man, or what the circumstances of the harlot’s
sin were (cf. John 8:1-11). In some cases, the storyteller gives more detailed
information. For example, she calls Joseph’s wife Rachel, admitting,
however, that this is only her invention for the sake of argument. Some
events are a compilation of several episodes or evangelical themes, for
example: the appointment of Judas, who is the man possessed by a demon
from Mark 5:1-20; the miracle of walking on water (cf. Matt. 14:22-32)
in the conditions of a heavy storm (cf. Matt. 8:3-27). Also the statements
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of the characters, especially Jesus himself, constitute a compilation and
creative development of the Gospel text. As a result, we have a lot of
paraphrases and (crypto)quotations that aim to better explain the meaning
of the events. For example, the first announcement of the Passion (cf. Matt.
16:21-22) is presented in the novel not only using the words said by Jesus
which refer to the Biblical source:

[...] KoiiTO IIOBAPBA B MeH, Iije O'bfje CIIaceH I Iije HACTIeU BEeYHOCTTa, a a3 Iie Mja
B Vlepyca/um 1 MHOTO Iile TOCTPajiaM OT KHIDKHUIUTE U TbPBOCBEIIEHNIINTE, IIe
Me OCBH/SIT Ha CMBPT 3apajiil JyMIUTE MU, Ilje IPOMYIIAT TSUIOTO MU C KOIIVe U Ha
TpeTys Jie Iile Bb3KpbcHa, (Dimova, 2010, pp. 139-140)>

but also includes his further explanation:

,[[a, VIMEHHO T€, MMEHHO CTapeI/[Te n H'prOCBeHIeHI/IIH/ITe, HpOM’bHBI/I cinen, MajIko
Vncyc, MMEHHO Te, 3aKOHHMIINTE, 3aI[0TO a3 CbM eAMHOChIIeH Ha OTIja, 3a110TO IIpefn
Aspaampae6wr,a3cem. TensmagamenosHasTuie Meyousit. Cmsitar, ve Bore ganeven
1 HETIOCTVDKMIM, 4e He MOxKe f1a uMa CyH. KaTto 4e v TAXHOTO 3HaHMe e TI0-TOIAMO OT
bor. Ille me pasmrpHaT Ha KpbCT [...]. (Dimova, 2010, p. 140)°

The crucial element in the narrative technique, however, is the fact that
the story is told from the point of view of different evangelical characters,
which on the one hand enlivens the whole message, and on the other allows
the listener to focus on the characters’ psychology. A special case is Joseph —
in fact the whole story begins from his point of view. Although at first he is
grateful for his marriage to Mary and fully accepts the miracles that happen
around them, in time he feels more and more lost and bitter. He becomes
a heavy drinker, gets a stroke and, partially paralyzed, lives on the mercy
of his family, blaming Jesus for all his misery. Although he experiences
a sudden conversion on his deathbed, the reader should feel somewhat
alarmed by the fact that he is not presented as a loving guardian of the Holy
Family, but a gruff, half-mad old man. His behavior is explained as a simple
manifestation of human nature, an expected consequence of constant
contact with the divine, an inability to cope with a miracle. The opposite
attitude is represented by Salomea, the daughter of Joseph, and thus in
a sense the sister of Jesus, who is fully devoted to her younger brother,

2 “[...] the one who believes in me will be saved and will inherit eternity, and I will go

to Jerusalem and I will suffer greatly from the scribes and the high priests, and they will condemn
me to death for my words, pierce my body with a spear, and on the third day I will rise again”

> “Yes, it is they, the elders and the high priests, Jesus said after a moment, it is they, the lawyers,
because I am one with the Father, because before Abraham was, I am. They will not know me and
will kill me. They believe that God is distant and incomprehensible, that there cannot be a Son.

»

It is as if their knowledge was greater than God. They will crucify me [...].
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wants his constant presence, and over time develops feelings for him that
go beyond sibling relations; despite rejection, she follows him to the end.

Another interesting case is the account of Matthew the Apostle.
At the climax of the tale of Jesus’ public activity, the narrative becomes the
first-person plural. It turns out that it is the voice of spies, among them tax
collectors, who are following the alleged prophet on the Sanhedrin’s order
and reporting in detail on his actions. It is from their account that we learn
about the course of several most spectacular miracles of Jesus. It is thanks to
this approach that the pride of the high priests and general hatred on their
part are expressed, for example, in their attempt to cover up the miracle
of restoring sight to the blind man from Luke 18:35-43. It is the attitude
of the high priests that causes Matthew’s conversion. And precisely at this
moment, the narration goes from plural to singular and Matthew’s name is
introduced for the first time:

[...] mopu Hue, TOHOCHULIMTE VI MUTAPYTE, JOPY HIlE, HATI-TIPE3PEHITE, N3INTAXME
HOTHyCa OT TAXHOTO IIOBefieHMe, 1 a3 MM Kasax: IIoBede HsiMa ja paboTs C Bac.
VI Te M3BeIHBK MI'PKHAXQ, YCETHMXA Ce TAKMBA, KAKBIUTO 0s1Xa, a3 II0BeYe HsIMa fja
paboTs 3a Bac, 3alI0TO 1iie TP'brHA 3a€[HO C HETO, TOBTOPYX UM ChC ChBCEM TBBPJ
u criokoeH 1mac / C KOro Iije TpBbrHeIn?, IONUTAXa Te BbB BHe3aIHATa TUIINHA.
/ C Mucyc, xasax a3, Mareit, 06bpHax ce u cut Tpbraax. (Dimova, 2010, p. 150) *

The aesthetic originality of the novel is achieved by interweaving
the narrative modes and above all the poetic style of Dimova, which
is characterized by short phrases and expressions, frequent equivalents
of sentences, enumerations and repetitions, which make the narrative,
on the one hand, somehow torn, on the other - smoothly pass from one
thread to another. This continuity is also achieved by radically reduced
punctuation, especially the lack of periods. The impression is that the text
is a series of words spoken by the storyteller in the same breath; on the one
hand it is an expression of the “here and now”, on the other - the effect
of the desire to capture events “in progress”. The whole story happens
against the background of descriptions of the landscape and the immediate
surroundings of the characters, indicating colors, smells and sounds, which
could correspond in fact with the conditions over the Bulgarian seacoast.
This is how the visual-sensory aspect of a given moment is captured. It
is no accident that several times the storyteller refers to well-known works

* “[...] even we, the snitches and the tax collectors, even we, the most despised ones, have felt
disgust at their behavior, and I told them: I will no longer work with you. And they suddenly fell
silent, they felt themselves as they really were, I will no longer work for you, because I will go with
him, I repeated to them with a very firm and calm voice / With whom will you go?, they asked in
sudden silence. / With Jesus, I said, me, Matthew, I turned and left”
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of European art in order to present and visualize some scenes. For example,
when describing a group of related lepers (Luke 17:11-14), she refers to the
painting by Pieter Bruegel the Elder (implicitly: The Blind Leading the Blind).

Precisely these references to the horizon of the listeners/readers, these
attempts to involve them in imagining the events, determine the dynamics
of the narrative. What is more important, however, the storyteller brings up
not only the psychological or social aspect of their life (asking, for example,
to imagine the conversation between Mary and Elizabeth, difficult in terms
of human life, or pointing to the horrific kitsch of Christmas) but also the
metaphysical one:

[...] >xagyBame 3a mIogoBeTe Ha Hyxa, a IOAydYaBaMe [ejaTa HA IUTBTTA
/ BbTpelIHITEe HU YOBELM ca IIPa3HU ¥ C/IAMeHV / HEHABIDK/IAME OXKECTOYEHUTE
CM ChbpLUa ¥ ITIOMpAadyeHMsi CU pasyM, cyerara B cebe Cu, HEBEXeCTBOTO,
PasIIbTCTBOTO, IIOXOTTA CI1 / ITadeM / MeuTaeM 3a HOB Y0BeK B cebe ci1 / a JaBame
MSICTO Ha [s1Bona [...] (Dimova, 2010, pp. 129-130)°

In fact the storyteller develops here the famous words from the Letter
of Saint Paul to the Romans (7:4-25).

For I know that good itself does not dwell in me, that is, in my sinful nature. For
I have the desire to do what is good, but I cannot carry it out. For I do not do the
good I want to do, but the evil I do not want to do - this I keep on doing. (Romans
7:18-19)°

The fate of Joseph is the strongest example of the weakness of human
will, the inability of man to cope with the presence of good. Judas’ betrayal
also fits into this metaphysical model. The drama of human existence
that emerges here brings to mind the words of Max Picard that the
space between God and man is filled with escape (cf. Picard, 1951, p. 17;
cf. Dorosz, 2010, p. 179). This thesis is repeated several times in the novel,
both in the description of evangelical events and in the commentaries
of Marma herself; in fact it characterizes the entire oeuvre of Dimova.

And it is in the ideological perspective that the theological orthodoxy
of the novel should be perceived. While this work is aesthetically original,
which means it does not repeat models of paraphrasing the Biblical story
that are well known in the European and Bulgarian culture, it also remains
within the framework of the Christian (Eastern Orthodox) doctrine.

> “[...] we thirst for the fruits of the spirit, and we receive the works of the flesh / our inward
men are empty and straw / we hate our fierce hearts and our darkened mind, vanity in ourselves,
ignorance, corruption, lust / we weep / we dream about a new person in ourselves but we give
place to the devil [...]”

¢  All Biblical verses are quoted following the New International Version (NIV, 2011).

—
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This fact deserves special attention. The history of literature, including
Bulgarian one, suggests that fictional and doctrinal conformity somehow
excludes aesthetic invention and artistic concept. Especially in the so-called
postmodern times, when the biblical text becomes a pretext for initiating
aliterary play with the reader or creating a scandalous story with commercial
purpose. In Dimova’s novel, however, both the aesthetic concept and the
invention are present, and as such they do not underpin the Christian
message. Despite the changes, the core of the story fits in with the source.
The best example seems to be once again the fate of Joseph. Also the fact that
the wise men do not recognize in Jesus the king they have been looking for
so long does not destroy the message. The truth about the Messiah comes
to them later. Even if the plot solutions are surprising as far as the canon
is concerned, eventually they fit into the ideological horizon of the Gospel
and do not undermine its truths.

This harmony between dogmatic consistency and artistic invention
is obtained thanks to the dialectics of distance and involvement that
characterizes Dimova’s novel. The distance towards the events is obtained,
firstly, by constant and direct marking of the probability range: by the
inferential mood or words such as “maybe”, “probably”, but also by
conditional constructions or assumptions. Secondly, there is a reticence
in regard to certain episodes and characters, which results either from
too general description or partial lack of it, as is the case with the raising
of Lazarus (cf. John 11:1-44). What is more, the silence of the storyteller
around this event corresponds with the silence of the raised one - this story
simply cannot be told. Thirdly, the distance towards the tale is preserved
thanks to the changing points of view and the smooth transitions from
the first-person narrative to the free indirect speech — from the main
characters, including Jesus himself, to the second and third-level characters.
This theologically “safe” mediation is guaranteed by the account by the
third party.

On the other hand, precisely this instance of the third party as a witness
guarantees the involvement. It is through the testimony in first person that
an emotional bond, an existential and even a metaphysical tale is built.
At the same time, the witness instance is doubled in the novel. The status
of a witness is reserved not only to few characters from the story of Jesus’
life, but also to Marma. The storyteller gradually becomes a participant in
the events, which is marked by a change in the narrative mode and more
frequent personal references. In the end, the readers themselves turn out
to be participants. It is we who have killed the Son of God, it is we who are
standing now on Golgotha, it is we who are feeling lost in the world after
losing sense. This involvement is also triggered by the reference to Marma’s
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life experiences, which are specific, but at the same time familiar to other
Bulgarians - in a particular, unstable socio-political situation after the fall
of communism, but also to humans in general - after all, it is all about
loneliness and lack of hope.

This combination of distance and involvement resulting in a symbiosis
of dogmatic conformity and literary invention can be seen particularly well
in regard to the two basic dogmas of the Christian Church: the Incarnation
and the Resurrection.

The circumstances of Jesus’ birth are presented primarily through the
accounts of the shepherds and the wise men. What is surprising, however,
is the scene when the archangel Gabriel, knowing the future of the Holy
Family, full of concern and compassion, cries in the dark corner of the cave
and prays that he may be with them until the end.

[...] saroBa TaBpawn 1radue m ce obnuBa B CBHA3M, IUlade B Hail-brbokara
M THMHA YaCT Ha ITel[epaTa, 3al[0TO BCMIKO TPsIOBA 1a CTaAHE TaKa, KAKTO € MICAHO,
U B CBPLIETO MY Ce HachOupa Ge3KpailHa )ajl KbM Te3! X0pa, KbM ChibaTa uM,
KOATO Te 13001110 He 3HAAT, 1 [aBpams ce Moy Aa My O'bjie MO3BOJIEHO fja 6'bie
Kpail TsIX, BUHATY fa 6'bjie Kpail TSIX, Aa MM USIPALls yTeXaTa CIi, B Hail-TeKKUTE
CU MOMEHTM Te3U Xopa Jia 3HasT, 4ye [ocrof e ¢ 51X [...]. (Dimova, 2010, p. 46)”

This image strengthens the dogmatic meaning of the event. It indicates
the miserable nature of the situation, human weakness and unawareness,
but also confirms the glory of the Incarnation of the Creator of “all things
visible and invisible”. In this context, the twin physical resemblance between
Mary and Jesus, which seems to be a logical consequence of the Christian
truth that Jesus “became incarnate from the Virgin Mary”, deserves special
- theological and aesthetic - attention.

[...] Mupuam u Vucyc ¢ efHaKBuUTE CU CBO3€JIEHN 04U, 1 IBAMATA KaTO O/IM3HALIML,
C eJHaKbB THMHOCIAMEH LBAT Ha KOCaTa, C €JHAKBM BUCOKM 4Yesa, IO KOUTO
CSKAIl HEIPeKbCHATO Ce VBMUCBAIM 3HALY, M3I'BKHAIM BEHM, [IPOPSI3BAIA Ce
oT OpBYKM, KOCUTE M Ha [BaMara Ce CIIyCKayl OT [BeTe CTPAHU Ha JIMIATa UM
[...], Karo 4e U B [EICTBUTENHOCT MM/ €JHO T5UIO, HO Pa3fiBOEHO, KAaTo 4e
XKVBEU B CBOSI MEXYp OT CBET/IMHA, He Tasy HA CBETA, 3aTOBA TaKa XMITHOTIYHO
Ce IJIefa/ly, 3aTOBA IIOYTYM HMKOTAa HE pPasrOBapsyli, 3aTOBA JIBYDKEHIATA
¥ )KeCTOBeTe UM OV TONKOBa cuMeTpudHM |[...]. (Dimova, 2010, p. 66)°

7 “[...] that is why Gabriel weeps and sheds tears, weeps in the deepest and darkest part of the
cave, because everything must be done as it is written, and in his heart there is an endless pity for
these people, for their fate, which they do not know at all, and Gabriel begs to be allowed to be
by their side, always to be by their side, to send them consolation, so that in their most difficult
moments these people would know that the Lord is with them [...]”

8 “[...] Miriam and Jesus with the same gray-green eyes, both like twins, with the same dark
hair color, with the same high foreheads, as if signs were constantly appearing, protruding veins,
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The dialectics of distance and involvement manifests itself in full in the
description of the Resurrection. This is the reason I will quote it here at
length, keeping the text layout:

A BBTpe B HOBaTa IpPOOHNIIA — Te)KKaTa ThMHIHA, OTPOBA OT yOUIICTBO, KaTpaH
OT 4epHOTA, TPEXOBHOCT U CMBPT
OkeaH OT rpexoBe

Kax ce cpOyxza qoBek it bor B TakaBa Holl, B TaKbB IPO0, C TAKbB OBa/ICH
KaMbK BBpxXy Cebe Cu

Kak ce cpOyx/a, Kak moeMa IrbpBara CM ITbTKA BB3[bX OT Ta3) 4YEPHOTA,
HaCUTEHA C KaTpaH, OT TO3M Bb3yX, HAlIOEH CbC CMBPT

VsnpaBs ce, BEPOATHO CbBCeM 6aBHO, BbPXY MPaMOPHIA KAMBK
[Torpe6anHynTe IOBUBKM Ce BIIMBAT B panute My
Pannre My >xuBu 111 ca one?

KbpBar mn?

Kak sanouHa fa passusa ot Ce6e cu HOBUBKUTE
Kax ru ocraBs BbpXy MpaMopa

Copuero My 6ue i ydecTeHO

Buoxpa mi Kbjie € KaMbKbBT

Buoxpia mut BOMTHUIINMTE TIPEJ] HETO

Aunren v mu fo Hero

l'appawnn gowrbn mn e Beve

ITomara mu My fa cBanu rorpebaHuTe IOBUBKY OT ceOe CU, MY OTHOBO € CaM,
ChBCEM caM, morpebaH, MOMasaH, M30CTABEH OT BCUYKI, KEHUTE MUPOHOCIIA
IOpM Ollfe He ca CTaHaIM M OIlle He ca TPBrHAIM KbM rpoba ¢ MUPOTO,
PpasBUIe/IABAHETO OIIle He Ce CIYYNIO, MeT/INTe Ollle He ca IPOMe

HacurenaTa Te)kka MUpU3Ma Ha CMUPHA 1 Ha a/I0€, HA TaMSH U Ha CMbPT
Tosu bT M30CTaBeH JOPK 1 OT Mupuam

Bor B 1031 rpo6, B KaTpaHeHaTa ThMHIHA

u3LbrI0aHa B CKamaTa rpoOHMIia

CaM ¢ KaM’bKa, TOTI, B CHPIIETO HA 3eMsATa

¢ pannre o Cebe cn

He 6mn curypen, ge ToBa 1ije Ce CIy4u, Ue Iije e CIIPaBy

He 6un curypen, uHax He 61 ce MOMWI C OHA3M IOKBPTUTETHA MOTUTBA B
lercumanmsa

cut from wrinkles, hair of both lowered on both sides of their faces [...] as if they actually had
one body, but divided, as if they lived in their own bubble of light, not that of the world, so they
looked so hypnotic, so they almost never talked, that is why their movements and gestures were
so symmetrical [...]”
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Vnak HAMamte 1a n3bue KppBasara My nor
3aToBa ce e CTpaxyBaJl TOIKOBAa MHOTO
3aToBa ce € MOJIe/ TaKa YIIOPUTO B HOILTA

3aroBa e mornen npusitenute Cu a 6ppat Oynuu u 6baat ¢ Hero, ja ce Mot
c Hero

Buo ro e cTpax oT OHOBA, KOETO IIPEefiCTOM BBIIPEKI CBOETO HOTOCUHCTBO
Brompexu [Ipeobpaskennero, cuiata, dyygecara

Bpropexu HempecTaHHaTa Bpb3ka ¢bc CBos Orery

ITosHaBasn HOKpail TeXKeCTTa Ha Ipexa, ITbTTa, YepHOTaTa MY,

Toit o1rie 11 € YOBEK, /I BeUe He €
Beue ne e 1 4yoBek, Bedye camo bor 1 e

W mopu na e camo bor, Ho ToBa e efnH bor otie B rpo6HMIIaTa, Ollle B TBMHOTO,
olIje B HOIIITA, Ollfe C KaMbKa, KOWITO He € OTBajieH, KOJTO € 3alieyaTaH enuH bor
otie B rpoba, B azia

Iaxme nu ga I'o obuyame TonKOBa, ako belre camo bor?

/1 ma BB3KpPBCHEII OT yTpobara Ha rpexa, OT J/BHOTO Ha 3eMATa, OT CaMOTO
Chplie Ha TO3M af]

W pa 6baem >xus

ITo mpyr HauMH >XUB, HEM3Ka3aH

W ToraBa aHTeTBT Ja OTBa/IM KaM'bKa

n 3B€3/IHAaTa HOILJ Ja Haxji1ye B rpo6a, YXaHMETO Ha >XaCMUH, CBEXECTTa [a
CMEHM MHpHu3MaTa Ha CMDbPT U ITIOBVIBKI

VI anHTerpT la passue caBaHa

WM nynnara cBeTnMHA Ja IafgHe BbPXYy MPaMOPHNUA KaMbK, KbIETO € JIeXKall
TPyII'bT

JIynara na 06/11MBa OTBajIeHIsI Beye KaM'bK, OTBOPeHMsA Ipob, HallyCHATaTa Beye
rpobunia

TaBpawn fa 6b7ie ¢ Hero

Pumckure BOVIHUII OTBBH NUSHCKU [ia IIOJXBBP/IAT 3apOBE, Na IIPUTBAPAT
oun

I'agpann u Mncyc na MUHAT MOKpail TAX
Hakwbpe nmu e Tpbruan Mucyc B mbpBusa MUT Ha cBoeTO Bb3kpeceHne

O111e HEBDB3HECHII Ce, OIlle HecemHan OTAsAcHO Ha OTIia cu?
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Omie Ha Tasu sem:a? Olle ¢bC CIIOMEHA 3a paHUTe, yHIDKeHuATa? Ole cpen
yonmityre?

Ouie cper oHesu, KouTo Bbob1Le He ['0 M30cTaBNuxa B Hail-cTpaiuHuss My gac?
Oute Ha Ta3y 3eMs, U3TbKAHA OT IPAX?

3a1o, 3a110 Olle YeTUPUIICeT THM Ha Ta3y 3eMs, U3TbKaHa OT IPAX?

Moxe 61 3a a HoBsipBaMe. 3a Ja ce cracuM, Bcuukute. Tesu, kouro ca I'o
BUJE/N, U OHe3M, KoUTo He cMe I'o Bupenm. 3aroBa Tasy ¢yHajHA, Olie HO-
KpaifHa, HeMIC/TMIMA, HeJ3pedriMa CaMOKepTBa.

3a ma I'o 3HaeM BB3KPbCHAIL.
3acTaHar 1o BCEK! OT Hac.

JKuB, u3TpBrHAI 3aBMHAIM KIIOTO Ha cMBbpTTa. (Dimova, 2010, pp. 238-241).°

°  “And inside the new tomb - heavy darkness, poison of murder, tar of blackness, sinfulness
and death / Ocean of sins / How does man or God awaken at such a night in such a grave, with
such an oval stone on Himself? / How does He wake up, take his first sip of sigh of this black-
ness, full of tar, of this air dampened with death / He faces, perhaps quite slowly, on the marble
stone / Graveclothes claw at His wounds / Are His wounds alive yet / Are they bleeding? / How
does He begin to take down graveclothes / How does He leave them on the marble / Does His
heart beat fast / Does He see where the stone is / Does He see the soldiers in front of Him / Is
there an angel next to Him / Has Gabriel come already / Does he help him to take down His
graveclothes, or He is alone again, absolutely alone, buried, anointed, abandoned by all women,
the myrrh bearing women have not got up yet and have not gone to the grave with the ointment
yet, the daybreak has not happened yet, cocks have not crowed yet / The heavy smell of myrrh,
aloes, incense, and death / This time, He is abandoned even by Miriam / God in this grave, in
the tar darkness / carved into the rock tomb / Alone with the stone, naked, in the heart of the
earth / with the wounds of His / He was not sure it would happen, that He would do it / He
was not sure, otherwise He would not have prayed with that gruesome prayer in Gethsemane
/ Otherwise He would not have sweat with blood / Therefore He was so afraid / Therefore He
prayed so hard in the night / Therefore He begged His friends to be awake and to be with Him,
to pray with Him / He was afraid of what is to come despite He was Son of God / Despite the
Transfiguration, the Power, the Wonders / Despite the constant connection with His Father /
He knew the weight of sin, its flesh, its blackness, / Is He still a man, or is He not / Is He no
longer a man, is He exclusively God yet / And even if He is exclusively God, this is still a God
in the tomb, in the dark, in the night, with the stone that is not rolled away, which is sealed, a
God in the grave, in hell / Would we love Him so much if it was God alone? / And to rise from
the womb of sin, from the bottom of the earth, from the very heart of this hell / And to be alive
/ Differently, alive, unspoken / And then the angel shall roll the stone away / And the stellar
night shall invade the grave, the smell of jasmine, the freshness to change the smell of death
and yawns / And the angel shall unroll the graveclothes / And the moonlight shall fall on the
marble stone where the corpse has been lying down / The moon shall enlighten the stone that
has already been unrolled, the open tomb, the already abandoned tomb / Gabriel shall be with
Him / Outside Roman soldiers drunkenly shall throw dice, close their eyes / Gabriel and Jesus
shall pass by them / Where did Jesus go in the first moment of His Resurrection / Not ascen-
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The description of the Resurrection is a full combination of all available
tools which maintain the distance: the inferential mood, rhetorical
questions, conditional and assumptive mood. At the same time, however,
it is saturated with a great emotional engagement, a respect for a God and
a compassion for a Human. It proclaims the Christian truth about God-
Man handed over to be crucified, but resurrected for the sake of all people.
This passage is a culmination of the storyteller’s testimony of faith."

The key is to be a witness and to testify, which is crucial part of the Gospel
message and the Christian doctrine, but according to Marma, it is also
about repeating the only story (about God on earth), in which we are the
main characters. At the same time, however, Marma seems to undermine
her epistemological credibility:

[...] ToBa ca ucropmmre Ha MOeTO BBOOpa)KeHMEe, BCEKM MMa IpPaBO [a I'M
paskasBa, Hamm?! He BM 3agb/mKaBaM fja M BApBaTe, HO BUe CaMM TO IIPaBHUTE,
3aI0TO MCTOPUNUTE ca BBTPe BBB Bac. 3HaM, He € JIOTMYHO Ja pasKa3BaM, Bce
e[HO CbM Oumia TaM, HAMaM OOsICHEHe 3a IPEXXUBSHOTO, HO TOBAa pa3KasBaHe,
HOBHpBaﬁITe MH, Ma CMIUCDHJ/I, I TOBA Balle cnymaHe " TO Ma CMUCDHII, I T€3NnN
HAIllM CPeIM ca eAVHCTBEHOTO, KOeTO BCe Ollje € 3amas3nao cMuchi. [...] Kaksa
ChM a3, 4e Ja 3HaM Te3um Hema?! He rm B3emaitTe 3a mctmHa. B3emaiite ru 3a
60mHOTO BBOOpakKeHNe Ha efHa Ge3MOMHUIIA. 3alfo Ja I'M pasKa3BaM OTHOBO
u OTHOBO? A Bue 3amo Me caymare?! Bcekm feH clymrate OTHOBO U OTHOBO
BCe CBIaTa MCTOPMA. 3aIIOTO Ta3¥ MCTOPUA HAMA Kpall, HUTO JBbHO. 3aIloTo
e[VIHCTBEHO IIpe3 Hesd ce yyBcTBaMe XUBML. [leitcTBuTenHo >xuBu. (Dimova, 2010,
pp- 173-175)"

ded yet, not at the right hand of His Father? / Still on this earth? Still with the memory of the
wounds, the humiliation? Still among the murderers? / Even among those who did not abandon
Him at His most terrible hour at all? / Still on this earth, woven by sin? / Why, why forty more
days on this earth, woven by sin? / Maybe to make us believe. To save us all. Those who have seen
Him, and those who have not seen Him. That is why this final, even more extreme, unthinkable,
unspeakable sacrifice. / To get to know Him as risen. / Standing by each of us. / Alive, death’s
sting broken forever”

19 This passage can be seen as a pars pro toto in regard to all aesthetic and ideological issues I
am interested in. It is particularly meaningful and deserves indeed a more detailed philological
and theological analysis. Unfortunately, it is impossible to extend the interpretation within this
paper.

11 “[...]these are the stories of my imagination, everyone has the right to tell them, right? T do
not oblige you to believe them, but you do it yourself because the stories are within you. I know
it's not logical to tell them as if I've been there, I have no explanation for the experience but
this story, believe me, makes sense, and that listening of yours makes sense as well, and these
meetings are the only thing that still makes sense. [...] What am I to know these things? Do not
take them for truth. Take them for the ill imagination of a homeless. Why should T tell them
again and again? And why are you listening to me? Every day you listen to the same story over
and over again. Because this story has no end or bottom. Because only through this story we feel
alive. Really alive”
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It is in the mode of personal experience that one can talk about the
credibility of the story, its authenticity, its truth. It is about making present,
and thus to neutralize the time and space differences, through reminding,
imagining and visualizing. It seems it is the primal modus of Marma’s tale,
but also the narrative technique of Dimova.

The imperative of giving testimony/story-telling refers to both the
main character of the novel and the author herself, both to the fictional
listeners and the real readers of the book. And this is where the status of the
novel as apocrypha, i.e. a modern biblical paraphrase that is understood as
repetition in a new context, reveals itself to the greatest extend (for more
on the concept of modern apocrypha, see Drzewiecka, 2014b, 2016). And
as such, it should be considered in the perspective of the triad “memory —
imagination - visualization” as it is about recalling or reminding of events
through the lens of personal life. Testifying/storytelling, then, is about
the ontological truth, not the epistemological one. It is an existential and
hermeneutic act, it is a confession of one’s own faith, which builds a sense
for both oneself and others. Moreover, as Paul Ricoeur claims, a testimony
“constitutes the fundamental transitional structure between memory and
history” (Ricoeur, 2004, p. 21). Therefore, the case of modern apocrypha
is particularly interesting as the events that are paraphrased refer to the
story about Jesus of Nazareth, which has been spread and further developed
thanks to the first witnesses of the Christian faith. On the one hand, it is
indeed a part of the sequence of the historic events, on the other it is a form
of communal memory, a testimony itself.

This understanding of giving testimony as an ontological act is
confirmed in the second (short) novel by Dimova which paraphrases the
Biblical motifs, The First Birthday.”> As the author informs in the note on
the cover, it fully corresponds to the Orthodox Tradition, although it is
an expression of a personal, and so artistic reflection on the everyday life
dimension of a specific event in the history of the Holy Family. The novel is
a peculiar record of the conversation that Mary and Joseph have on the day
of Jesus’ first birthday. While in exile in Egypt, they recall their lives from
before: the circumstances of their acquaintance and marriage, the journey
to Bethlehem, the birth of Jesus, the visit of the wise men, and the escape
from Nazareth. The plot repeats the Gospel of James, an apocryphal writing
that is important especially in the Orthodox tradition, but also other extra-
biblical and liturgical sources, especially as far as the flight into Egypt is

12 Twill analyze this novel to a lesser extend just to show general characteristics and mark some
key elements that I perceive as important from the point of view of my final conclusion. It does
not mean, however, this work deserves less attention. Particular theological and aesthetic solu-
tions are as interesting as in Marma, Mariam.
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concerned. The story focuses on the social and moral difficulties generated
by the miraculous conception of Jesus, mainly from the Joseph’s point
of view. Again the focus is on the psychological aspects of the events.

The controversy around the pregnancy is a particularly painful moment
— especially for Joseph.

Tu Me rregam ymonuteaHo, MapuaM, IO JIMI[ETO TU Ce U3NucBa 6ojka, T 6u
JCKajIa TIOBeYe Jla He ce BpblllaMe Hasaf, HO HIMa € Bb3MOXKHO ToBa? BcsAka Halla
CTBIIKA € CBI'BPTCTBAHA OT YY/I0, a YOBEIIKMAT PasChbK HAIM BCe SKafyBa Ja
pasrajae yyfecara, Mapuam, Jia T CBefie 10 Ma/IK/sA YOBEUIKY CBAT, [la I' HATHKa
B Hero. V cera UMeHHO 3aI110TO CTaBa eJHA TO/IHA, OTKAKTO HAIINAT CUH Ce POJM,
3aTOBA MCKaM Jja CU CIIOMHIM BCUYKO, KOETO Ce CIIy4M Torasa. 3a fa 6bzie 3a MOst
moyka, Mapuam. V1 3a moe nokastuue mpey te6, Mapuam. [la M13roBOpuM BCUUKO,
KOETO M3BBpIINX IpoTus Teb, Mapuam, u mpotus cebe cu, u mpoTus bora.
He camo 3amoro He Ti HMOBAPBAX, a 3aIOTO TU IPUYMHMX 3710. [IpyumHNX T™H
CBI3Y, IPUYMHMX TY YHIDKeHNe, MapuaMm. 3Has, ye ¢ MU IIPOCTUIA. 3Hasd, 4e Cu
3abpaBwta. 3Hasi, 4e cu Me onpaspana gopu. Ho Mo e, nacyiait me, Mapuam.
ToBa e MoeTO yMuBaHe mpef Ted, MOETO pasKasiHue. 3al0TO CUTYPHO OIlje MHOTO
HeOoOVKHOBEHU Hellla Iie ce cIy4dar, Mapuam, ToKaTo CMHBT Hit opacke. Toa e
camo Havanoro. Tpsi6Ba fa cMe MMOATOTBEHU, ONPOCTEHM, IPEINCTEHN, CIIETI B
e[iHO, 3a fia oTriefiame boxxuero mere, Mapuam, koero e u Haire fiere. (Dimova,
2016, pp. 75-76)"

The flight into Egypt itself is also a very difficult memory, although it
is — again — marked by miracles. The account about finding fresh water
on the dessert is one of the most important moments. Moreover, it is
a perfect example of the dialogical nature of a storytelling that is both
literary expanded in Dimova’s novel and projected as an ultimate goal
of co-remembering.

A moOMHMII M YYfOTO IpY CUKOMopara, Vocude? Bsaxme oTcegHanmm B CenreTo
Marapue, TpecToAT HM € Hero Oellle CIIacUTENeH, >XMBUTENEH, M JABaMaTa
6sXMe MSTOLIEHM [0 KpaeH IIpefiell OT HelIPeCTAHHOTO II'bTyBaHe, rOpeliuHaTa

B “You look at me pleadingly, Mariam, there is pain on your face, you wish we would not
go back anymore, but is that possible? Every step of our life is accompanied by a miracle, and
human reasoning is always eager to unravel the miracles, Miriam, to bring them to the small
human world, to push them into it. And now precisely because it's been one year since our son
was born, I want to remember everything that happened then. For my lesson, Mariam. And for
my repentance before you, Mariam. To say all that I have done against you, Miriam, both aga-
inst myself and against God. Not just because I didn’t believe you, but because I did you evil. I
caused you tears, I caused you humiliation, Mariam. I know you forgave me. I know you forgot.
I know you justified me even. But please, listen to me, Mariam. This is my washing before you,
my repentance. Because probably many more unusual things will happen, Mariam, until our son
grows up. This is only the beginning. We need to be prepared, simplified, purified, fused into one
to raise a child of God, Mariam, who is also our child”

14/27 COLLOQUIA

& | HuMANISTICA



ACCURACY AND RECEPTION

HapacTBallle C BCeK!U CJIefiBalll JIeH, BCsKa Bedep TU paslI'bBallle CEHHULIUTE
U Ha CYTPMHTA I'l IpubMpalle, KOETO € JOCTATbYHO U3MOPUTEIHO, 0COOEHO 3a
caM 4OBeK, 3al[0TO a3 C HUIIO He MOXKeX fia TU IIOMaraM, C HMILO, U JJOKATO ce
IpUBMKBaMe C MarapeHliata Cu, BUAAX Hacpef IYCTOITa OTPOMHO IBbPBO,
LIapCTBEHA CUKOMOpPA, CBELEHO 3a erMNTAHUTE IBbPBO, C paslepeHy KJIOHN,
MOTBIIO, KaTO 4e /I He pacTe B IYCTMHA, a Kpail 0as3uC, CAMOTO TO OAa3UC U
OCTPOB OT MPOXJIaja M CAHKA, M 3aC/IOH [...] [1a, OCTaHaXMe B CEJIOTO HSKOJKO
ITHM, OKATO ¥ IBAMAaTa C€ Bb3CTAHOBUM, U Xa3sAUTe, KOUTO HU MTOJ[C/IOHNXA, Os1xa
YAUBEHM, 4e OT KaMbHUTE O CUKOMOpara e O/MKana BOja, Te HUKora He 6:xa
YyBa/IJi TaM HAKOTA Jja € MIMaJIo BOJIa, a Cé TOBOpEIllE, Ye /bPBOTO € Ha II0BeYe OT
XWIAA TOJVHMY, Y€ 32 MECTHUTE KUTE/IN € CBEIlleHO, Ye eITHCTBEHO TO € OLIeJIAIO,
korato bora msmpaTun BBPXy €IMNTAHUTE IUIaMbKa Ha CBOS THAB, U3IPATUII
HaCeKOMI Jja IV SKIJIAT U >Kabu Jja T oryOBaT 1 YOI 10351Ta € Ipaji, BOJATa II0J,
Hero e GnuKHana 3apagu Teb u 3apajgu jgereto Hu, Mapuawm, 3a 1a BU pasxiagu
U CBXUBMY, U IBPBOTO € CBEJI0O OTPOMHUTE CU Bb3/IeCTU KJIOHM, 3 a BU 3aIlasu
I0J], IPOXJIajiaTa Cu, M BETPEL'DT € 3a/fyXasl, 3a [ia BU OCBEXY, TOBOPUM U MUC/INM
emHy 1 cbiy Hema Mocude, nspryame B3aMMHO MUCTUTE CM Ha T/Tac, HANIETO
CTPaHHO JABYIJIACHe, HALIETO €XXeJHEeBMETO, IECEHHO TOBOPEHEe MEX/Yy MOINUTBA
U 1IETOT, HIETOTHO IPUIIOMHSHE, TPOLIENBaHe NIPEMEXNATA I YyfiecaTa, KOUTO
HU CBITBTCTBAT, YyfecaTa-IpeMeX/usA, 33 [a I'M IasuM U Jla T NOMHUM, Ja
HaBJ/IM3aMe BCe IO0-IbIO0KO B UyIHNA UM CMUCBHI, ['0CIIOf HY M3IINTBA, CIOXOXK/A
HJ HOIIleM, Y3HaBa HalllTe IOMYIC/IU 1 pasrans cbplara HY, Mapuam. (Dimova,
2016, pp. 105-108)™

What is interesting, we learn more about Mary from her husband
than herself. Joseph is the main storyteller, who uses either his memories

" “Do you remember the miracle at the sycamore, Joseph? We were staying in the village
of Matarié, our stay was life-saving, vital, and we were both so utterly exhausted from the con-
stant journey, the heat grew with each passing day, every night you stretched your sunshades
and in the morning folded them, which is tiring enough, especially for one man on his own,
because I could not help you with anything, with nothing, and as we moved with our donkeys,
I saw in the midst of the wasteland a huge tree, a royal sycamore, a tree sacred to the Egyptians,
with outstretched branches, mighty as if it were not growing in the dessert, but in an oasis, itself
an oasis and an island of coolness and shade, and shelter [...] yes, we stayed in the village for
a few days until we both recovered, and the hosts who sheltered us were surprised that there
was water pouring from the stones near the sycamore, they had never heard there was any
water there, and it was said that the tree is more than a thousand years old, that it is sacred to
the natives, that it survived when God sent flames of his anger on the Egyptians, sent insects to
sting them and frogs to destroy them and killed the vineyards with hail, the water under it has
flushed for you and for our child, Miriam, to keep you cool and alive, and the tree has narrowed
its enormous branches to keep you under its cool, and the breeze has blown to refresh you, we
talk and think the same things, Joseph, we say to each other aloud our thoughts, our strange
double voice, our daily life, our song speaking that is between prayer and whisper, whispering
remembrance, whispering of the accidents and wonders that come with us, accidents-wonders
to keep them and to remember them, to go deeper into their marvelous sense, the Lord is testing
us, walking us by night, recognizes our thoughts and melts our hearts, Mariam.”
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or imagination to recreate the past. In fact, the real object of the story
becomes his listener (i.e. Mary). Repeated various times, the tale about
their experiences serves, as he explains, to strengthen the memory, and so —
their mutual purification and affirmation. Storytelling as giving testimony
becomes an act that sustains the existence.

As suggested above, both novels of Dimova can indeed be analyzed
in the perspective of Ricoeur’s existential hermeneutics, but also the
phenomenology of memory (cf. Ricoeur, 1974, 1984, 2004). However, it
seems particularly promising to use his concept of mimesis as a procedure
of transposition of what is presented (a plot) into a presentation (a fic-
tion) (cf. Ricoeur, 1984, p. 47) since it is understood not as a structure
guaranteeing epistemological conformity but as an action that refers to
the ontological truth of the storyteller/ writer and the listener/reader. In
this way, the problem which is key for the concept of apocrypha, i.e. of
imitating/repeating the canon, pretending to be the source, claiming to be
truthful, is in fact neutralized, of course, beyond the ironical suspension of
the postmodern situation. Here, the aim is to uncover the experience, to
understand through the image, to remember and to present. Imagination is
a crucial part of this process. According to the final words of Marma, blessed
are those who believed, although they did not see, i.e. those who “only”
listened to the story, that is, they received double-mediated testimony.
So are the readers.

Tasu VicycoBa mocnenHa 6/1aroc/ioBust KbM BCEKM HOBOIIPUCTBIINT BBB BAPATa,
KOSITO IIpeMaxBa BeKOBETe 11 BpeMeTo, Ta3! MOC/IefHa HeroBa 6/1aroCcioBsi, KOSITO
BCEKJ OT HaC JIMYHO IIOMYYN 3apajyu HeBepHuKa Toma, Tasy 6/1arociioBy, KOSITO
paHO MM KBbCHO HM 3aCTHUTA IIpe3 )XMBOTA HU KAaTO M3YMUTENIEH 1 He3acTyXeH
[ap, KaTo Hall-IbI060KMs ImedaT OT 3eMHOTO HU cbiectByBaHe. (Dimova, 2010,
pp. 253)"

In the triad “remembering - imagining - visualizing”, the medium is
a story understood as a testimony, which is confirmed by Dimova herself
in one of the interviews she gave after the novel Marma, Mariam was

published:

[...] MHOrO mOOpe 3HaM, 4Ye eAMH POMaH HMKOra HsMa Ja 0ObpHE YOBEK BBB
BﬂpaTa, aKo Hpeﬂ]/[ TOBa HE € 6I/UI Hp]/[BIIe‘IeH KBbM Hed. HO II0 HAKAKbB HAYUH
aie My IIOMOTHE. [Ia, )H/{TepaTypaTa BUHATY IO TAaMHCTBEH HA4YMH ITOMara Ha
OTHEC/IHNA YOBEK, BINAC My, Kapa TO 1a ce HPI/I/:[BI/I)KBa II0 ITBTA CU. A3 CbM Y6€H€Ha,

15 “This final blessing of Jesus to every newcomer to the faith that abolishes ages and times, this
final blessing each of us personally received for the unbelieving Thomas, the blessing that sooner
or later catches up to us throughout our lives as an amazing and undeserved gift, as the deepest
seal of our earthly existence”
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Ye He MOXKEII fja TIOBSIPBALI, aKO He BUJVIII, Ye HSKOMN [PYT e MOBsIpBasl. 3aToBa
¥ TO3Y MIMIIEPATHB, KOITO HEIIPECTAHHO ycelame B cebe Ct — [ja CBUETeNICTBAME.
(Dimova & Nikolov, 2011, pp. 6-7)'¢

I have already interpreted this intuition (see Drzewiecka, 2016,
pp. 347-355), as I read it through the prism of the romantic concept of
“individual epiphany”, in Charles Taylor’s terms, which proclaims an
authentic poetic experience, not the traditional metaphysics. It is the
literary (original) paraphrases of the Holy Scripture (Story) that seem to
embody this ideal of authentic expression, where authenticity retains its
ambivalence and is not only a creation “against”, but also self-determination
in an open dialogue with the Other (including the other meaning) (Taylor,
2003, p. 67; Taylor, 2001, pp. 419-494). Such a paraphrasing attitude builds
a personal horizon of meaning in a conscious “creative” act — as a being
that is weaker than the universal structure of the myth or religious faith but
opens to a new “attunement”. The “individual epiphany” postulated here
is beyond the matter of ontology, since meaning is no longer searched in
the hidden nature of things but in axiological experience (Berger, 1979b).
It seems that Peter Berger speaks in a similar way about participation in
a higher order, when he thinks of inductive religious thinking as the most
adequate in the conditions of (post)modernity (i.e. under the “heretical
imperative” - the need to make own worldview choices) (Berger, 1979a).
It consistsin turning to one’s own experience, albeit in the light of a particular
religious tradition (understood as a collection of evidence concerning it).
This approach is reflective and maintains an empirical distance, but at the
same time remains open to the experience of the sacred.

It seems, however, Ricoeur’s notion of a testimony could enlighten this
participation/involvement of the reader/listener in a slightly different way,
as it opens for the question of reception.!” Both of Dimova’s novels that I am

16 “[...] T know very well that a novel will never turn a man to faith if he has not been drawn

to it before. But somehow it will help him. Yes, literature always in a mysterious way helps the
individual, influences him, makes him move on his way. I am convinced that you cannot believe
it if you do not see that someone else has believed it. That is why this imperative, which we con-
stantly feel in ourselves - to testify.”

17 Ricoeur’s notion of a testimony is a complex problem, not only because of an “inconclusive
style of [his] philosophical argument” (Dowling, 2011, p. IX), the presence of unobvious, multi-
dimensional relations between different concepts, but also because of the changing points of view
or recontextualizations that are typical of the development of his philosophy as such. The ideo-
logical horizon which interests me emerges in a wide context of various thoughts on time and
being that occur in many Ricoeur’s writings, so there are some shifts in ideological dominants
as well. Moreover, the notion of testimony concerns the fundamental discussions in humanities
that have received new approach in the last few decades, especially the question of truth (and
representation, repetition, accuracy). This is the reason why I would like to mark up only a par-
ticular perspective of thinking in regard to a particular problem, which opens when engaging
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interested in are indeed about the testimony and are testimonies themselves.
They tell about the most important part in the process of reading/listening
according to Ricoeur, namely that what man gets to know is in fact himself:
his experience is re-described and enriched by the story, his response to the
text brings it up to date and calls into being as a discourse. What interests
me more, however, are consequences of this understanding as far as the
issue of a novel’s reception is considered.

When interpreting Dimova’s apocrypha in terms of a testimony, one can
talk about two aspects or (as if) stages of their reading, although it seems
more obvious in regard to Marma, Mariam. First, the novel can be seen as
a testimony in terms of a verifiable statement. It is a paraphrase of the biblical
text (i.e. the source known to the recipient), so verification is possible by
juxtaposing it with the plot and the doctrinal model. The figure of a witness
is particularly important - the storyteller/the main character tells about
the events (the fiction), but also offers a meaning (the sense), which is why
Marma’s identity is of particular importance as far as the question of trust on
the part of the recipients is concerned (more on different aspects of Ricoeur’s
notion of “testimony”, cf. Lythgoe, 2011). In this way, the fundamental
dimension of the testimony (of Marma) is revealed - a testimony as
a trustworthy dialogue. The object of legitimation is not the factuality (or
even the compatibility with the source), but the meaning that is added by
the storyteller (or - the only meaning that exists). Faithfulness is more
important than accuracy. The adequate regime of testifying is “I believe
in”, not “I belief that” (Lythgoe, 2011). It turns out, however, that it is the
singularity/exemplarity of this testimony (as a literary work/story) which
becomes a premise of its communicability and universality (Ricoeur, 1998,
pp. 173-186; Savage, 2012, pp. 182-186). And it is this aspect that uncovers
another dimension of interpreting the process of giving and transmitting
meaning through the prism of Ricoeur’s concept of mimesis.

If mimesis allows to capture a certain relationship between literary works
as stories/tales and philosophical inquiry that is focused on understanding
and illuminating existence, one should ask how is it possible to transfer

Ricoeur’s sense-making horizon (in Charles Taylor’s terms). I assume we can talk about continuity
of Ricoeur’s thought, about a certain comprehensible horizon which is coherent, although it is
not absolutized, and thus the shifts in the philosopher’s reflection are not disturbing but enrich-
ing. Time and narrative (Ricoeur, 1984) and History, memory, forgetting (Ricoeur, 2004) are the
most important writings as far as the meaning of the two main notions of testimony and mimesis
is concerned; I will not address, however, these issues and particular discussions within the field.
I would like to use these notions in a non-oppressive or exclusive way, according to the prin-
ciples of so-called weak thought, agreeing to potential inaccuracies or losses/excess of sense,
as the subject of my reflection is the so-called contemporary apocrypha, or rather their critical
reception.

—
18/27 CcOLLOQUIA [l HUMANISTICA



ACCURACY AND RECEPTION

meaning from reality and living experience to literary work at all? How does
the story not only express but also shape the life experience? For Ricoeur,
the matter is beyond the issues of imitation and similarity, which seems
particularly interesting when considering a literary work that paraphrases
intentionally. If his concept of mimesis links preunderstanding of human
actions, composing a story and application of the narrative into one’s
life (Ricoeur, 1984), the aspect I am most interested in, while analyzing
apocrypha, is the refiguration of reality (or the source) and its actualization
in a new context, which concerns both the recipients and the writer
themselves. In fact, it concerns all of the stances: the author, the narrator,
the listener, the reader, and is about the process of understanding quite an
ambivalent subject, namely the testimony of the first Christian witnesses.

If the reader perceives things according to their experiences and
traditions in which they are rooted (including the literary one), in the
case of Dimova’s novels the epistemological horizon is defined by the
collective experience of post-communist society, the individual experience
of personal existence in such a place and time, but also by a certain knowledge
of the biblical story and the local tradition of reading it. In the Bulgarian
case, one can risk the statement that the latter is marked by an unequivocal
apocryphal trait. Bulgarian writers “read” the Bible through the prism
of either the local folk and Church traditions, which manifest themselves
in the local rituality or confessional identity, or the Western European
and Russian “heretical” (anti-dogmatic) modes of interpretation that have
emerged within the framework of the Enlightenment contestation, and in
this sense - the reading/reception is double repetitive (Drzewiecka, 2016,
2018). As a result, in listening to Marma’s story/reading Dimova’s novel,
a certain recognition (of the plot and interpretation) occurs, but there
is also a certain enrichment of it or even breaking of the well-known
practices. Thanks to the aesthetic originality, Marma’s testimony/Dimova’s
work turns out to disrupt accepted conventions and expectations. Precisely
by this gesture, it becomes “the subversive point it turns against the moral
and social orders” (Ricoeur, 1984, p. 79). It opens the recipient to change,
dialogue, as it requires an answer.

This accuracy in terms of the plot and dogmatic closeness should not,
however, be viewed in terms of similarity or receptiveness. Dimova’s act
of creating an “accurate” paraphrase is not a return to the original, but a step
beyond the dichotomy “source — copy”. In the light of Ricoeur’s notions
of testimony and mimesis, it is not a literary paraphrase but a transfer
of sense. This transfer, however, concerns not the plot but the structures
of human existence. For Ricoeur, “a logic of possible narrative units is still
only a logic of action” (Ricoeur, 1985, p. 43), therefore:
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To become a logic of narrative it has to turn toward recognized cultural
configurations, toward that schematism of narrative constituted by the plot-types
handed down by tradition. Doing something becomes recountable only through
this schematism. It is the function of a plot to bend the logic of possible acts toward
a logic of probable narratives. (Ricoeur, 1985, p. 43)

Within this framework of cultural codes, the singularity and com-
municability of the novel/testimony occur, but without any claims for
a total meaning, sharp boundaries or definitions. It is a testimony of
a personal experience and reception of both the author/writer and the
recipient/reader.

In the case of Dimova’s reconfiguration of the Gospel, the relationship
between reality (source, reference point), narrative fiction, and changing
life experience, but also between history and memory, gains additional
weight. As shown, the perspective of mimesis as a triple act of sense-making
can enrich the reflection on paraphrasing the Bible. However, I would
like to engage it in a different manner and bring it up not in regard to the
relationship “Dimova - Bible” or “narrator - story” but “literary critic —
modern apocrypha”. It seems to me that, in this particular context, the
question about the apocryphal nature of a literary work that paraphrases
the Bible receives a new meaning, and the answer could give a new nuance
to the problem of Biblical reception.

If one can speak about a particular tradition of the Bible reception in
the history of Bulgarian literature, it would be a reading of two kinds:
the theological/dogmatic reading and the aesthetic/critical reading.
They are usually mutually exclusive but lead to the same conclusion:
a general rejection of the work in question. I have written about this modus
of interpretation in the context of the case of Nikolay Raynov (Drzewiecka,
2014a), which is focused on the interwar period and related to the specific
role of the Bulgarian Orthodox Church in Bulgarian society at that time
but does reflect in the next decades, as the question of the religious essence
(or even orthodoxy) of a literary work (or even the whole oeuvre of
a writer) is the leitmotif of the Bulgarian literary history (Drzewiecka, 2018;
Dzhevietska, 2018). If a theologian seeks “accuracy” with the dogma and the
Biblical plot, which is understood as the absolute truth, then a literary critic
or historian seeks “accuracy” with current aesthetic trends, although the
focus is still on the relationship with the source, which is perceived in terms
of accuracy. The latter can be seen as an adequate attitude, nevertheless it
still raises the issue of apocryphal nature of a literary work and thus asks
about the reception of the sacred text. However, one may ask under what
circumstances a literary work is orthodox, or accurate (as far as official/
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traditional understanding is concerned). Although this question seems
to be inadequate in regard to the aesthetic creation, it is being constantly
asked. Discussions that occur periodically in regard to various aesthetic
works (novels, movies, etc.) seem to confirm the social validity of the
traditional/religious claims of meanings.

This issue, of course, concerns the “great question” of so-called secu-
larization of modern (Eastern European, including Orthodox-grounded)
cultures. Here, I will not develop it further since the subject of my concern is
a specific case as a context and pretext for raising the question of apocryphal
reading. However, it should be pointed out that both the specific tradition
of Bible reading and the power of the institutional/the Church voice in
the public sphere have their effect on the reading and shape the intensity
of discussions. In this regard, the issue of the popular and critical reception
of the two novels by Dimova is especially meaningful, as it seems these
works have not received a particular interest among the wider audience
and there are only a few reviews by literary experts, and all of them are
somehow predictable as the main line of interpretation is focused on religion
and faith.” T will not analyze the actual critical reception of the novels
to a greater extent, although it seems to confirm my thesis that the main
reference point of the interpretation is Christian faith and institutional/
traditional belonging. Indeed, the Christian perspective is strengthened
by various activities of Dimova herself, including, for example, her
participation in such TV programs as Bspa u o6usecmeo [Faith and Society)
(“Purviiat rozhden den” - nai-novata kniga na Teodora Dimova, 2016).
Nevertheless, in my view, Dimova’s approach is more nuanced and open
to complexity of life and does not mean direct and simple (or simplified)
call for religious conversion in the Bulgarian socio-historical context. That
is why conclusions such as these:

OTKaszbT OT ‘HOBATOPCTBO B PETOPUYECKM U TBHIKYBATEICKM IUIAH CIIACIBAT
OT CyeTHa TOPHENUBOCT. [...] MOXXe OM eIMHCTBEHATa MHOBALMA, KOATO CU
e o3Bojmia Teomopa [IuMoBa, ce POsIBSIBa B IVIACTMYHATA CMsIHA HA [JIEIHUTE
TOYKM, B TEMIIOPAIHATA ITYJICALMSA MEXIY MMHAJIO, CETallHO U Obele Bpeme
U TEXHUTE MOJATHOCTI, KAKTO I B CTIOKHISI CUHTAKCIIC, OCHOBAH Ha HAC/IOUTE/THATA
CiJIa Ha MepUoJia U Ha YeCTO PasMEHSHUTE MeCTa MEX/y M3pedeHnero u adsaua
[...]. (Kamburov, 2010)*

8 On Marma, Mariam, see Kamburov, 2010; Todorova, 2013; on The First Birthday, see Novkov,
2017; Rodozov, 2016.

¥ “The refusal of ‘innovation’ in rhetorical and interpretive terms saves from vain pride. [...]
perhaps the only innovation that Teodora Dimova has allowed herself is manifested in the pla-
stic change of points of view, in the temporal pulsation between past, present and future time
and their modalities, as well as in the complex syntax based on the layering force of the period

and in the frequently exchanged places between the sentence and the paragraph [...]”
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or:

Bcnuko, KOeTo paskasBa pOMaHbBT i1, M HAYMHBT, 11O KOWTO IO IpaBy, He
OCTaBs ¥ CSIHKa Ha CbMHEHJE B €TMYECKVs. PUTOPU3BM HA HEIHATA [O3MLS,
B 0e3KOMIIPOMIMCHATa CypOBOCT Ha HelfHaTa Ipucopa [...]. [...] mpeampueroro
ot JluMoBa nMa XapakTepa Ha KoHcepBatuBHa pepororys. (Kamburov, 2010)%

seem to me as a reduction, and - in fact — a testimony of a “traditional”/
the canon-related reading, which raises the question of (the lack of) re-
ligious faith and accuracy. On the other hand, there is also a (post)modern
expectation of psychological accuracy and emotional and aesthetic
challenge:

B TOBa € ¥ roeMusIT 3aJI0T: A/ KHUTATA lie yCIee fa yOeay CBOUTe YnTaTenn
B 6e3BpeMeHHaTa ABTEHTUYHOCT Ha ‘{yBCTBaTa, Tep3aeHH/I FepOI/ITe ﬁ; oann
OTHOCUTE/IHO TrojrsAMaTa OUCTAHLMA, OT KOATO Ce HpI/ICT'I)HBa KBM IICUXNYECKUA
n I/IHTe}IeKTYaHHI/IH JKMBOT Ha HepCOHa)KI/ITe, e 3aJ0BOIN €0HU C'I)BpeMeHHI/I
O4YaKBaHWVA; Oalan HpaKTI/I‘IeCKaTa JINIICA Ha I/IHTeIIeKTyaIIHI/I AHTUHOMUN
B TPETMpPAHETO HA €BAHTE/ICKMS CIOXKeT Ie O'bjie OIpaBgaHa OT efUH ITOKOPEH
OT CWIaTa Ha BSIpaTa, HO OIlle [TOBeYe OT MCTMHHATA BSIPHOCT KBM CHOUTHETO
guraten. (Kamburov, 2010)*

If Dimitar Kamburov reads Marma, Mariam through the lens of the
secular and the postmodern, and even slightly criticizes its allegedly
conservative message, then Mitko Novkov reads The First Birthday through
the lens of the Christian faith and acclaims the novel because Dimova

2 “Everything that her novel tells, and the way it does it, leaves no shadow of doubt in the ethical
rigor of her position, in the uncompromising severity of her sentence [...]. [...] what Dimova
undertook has the character of a conservative revolution.”

?' “This is the great bet: whether the book will be able to convince its readers of the time-
less authenticity of the feelings that torment its characters; whether the relatively long di-
stance from which the mental and intellectual life of the characters is approached will satisfy
some modern expectations; whether the practical lack of intellectual antinomies in the tre-
atment of the gospel story will be will be justified by a reader who is submissive to the po-
wer of faith, but even more submissive to the truthful accuracy to the event” (Kamburov,
2010). The contemporary literary critic that I quote here, Dimitar Kamburov, comments also
on the ethico-aesthetic aspect of the novel but, in the end, he compares it with famous au-
thors of scandalous or heretical paraphrases, the key purpose in which is to show that “the
parable of Christ (today can mean or) means something other than the canonical reading
of the church and tradition” (“XpucroBara mpurda (gHec MOXKe fja) 3HAa4M HELIO [PYro,
PasIMYHO OT KAHOHMYHMS IPOYNT Ha IybpKBaTa 1 Tpaguuuata’; Kamburov, 2010). In this con-
text, The Last Temptation of Christ by Nikos Kazantzakis and Encyclopedia of the Dead by Danilo
Kis are given as great Balkan examples, which again reveals a particular convention of reading.
As a result, Marma, Mariam seems to Kamburov both moderate and biased, and its author —
harsh and ruthless.
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[...] m3BBpLIBa HeIllO, Ha KOETO OT IMOEPTUAHCKUTE INTEPATYPHU CPERN €fiBa TN
611 ce TOTTIEHAIO C TOOPO OKO, €f[Ba /I OT TSIX OU ce BB3Npueno He3pesep-BHO
~ Jla OTNCBa ChC CPeJICTBAaTa Ha /IMTeparypara eBaHrenckata uctuna’ (Novkov,
2017).%2

The final conclusion of the latter is indeed significant as far as the
“traditional” reading (in Bulgarian literary history) is concerned:

Huxoit obade, HUKOI IMCaTesl, IIOHE LOKOJIKOTO Ha MEH MU € M3BECTHO, He
nue “Esanrenne cnopen Esanrenuero”. E, namara Teoopa Jlumosa ro npasu,
6pnrapkara Teomopa [lumoBa mmmie Ha Obarapckm esuk EBaHremme cropen
Esanrenuero. (Novkov, 2017)%

In the light of Ricoeur’s sense-horizon, the concern is not only about the
“heretical” (or not) attitude toward the Bible on the part of the writer but
also the reception of the work by the reader, who is an individual with their
own epistemological horizon. The matter is not whether the work repeats
the source, but in what regard and to what extent it influences a particular
reader. What is relevant is not the dogmatic and/or narrative accuracy,
although they are often perceived as the key interpretative elements, which
- by the way - can be seen as a peculiar manifestation of a Protestant bias
in Talal Asad’s terms (1993). The so-called Protestant bias is regarded
here as a particular focus on beliefs and ideological aspects of religiosity,
and so — on their relationship with the institutional regimes of meaning,
which seems to be typical of the Western notion of religion (for more
on the religion-related prejudices in social sciences, see Lubanska, 2019,
pp- 21-43). In the light of Ricoeur’s understanding of mimesis, and having
in mind the paradoxical status of modern apocrypha in this regard, one
should askhowaliterarywork works. Biblical paraphrase could be perceived
as a literary text in terms of a testimony which calls for reaction. The sense
that is communicated by it is the “world” that is contained only potentially
in a configured story, while being actualized and brought into existence
- it is only a matter of imagination, which is always individual regardless
of the common cultural traditions and epistemological patterns. This does
not mean that the reading/reception becomes arbitrary and goes beyond
the rules; this means that it cannot be interpreted in relation to the doctrine
and accuracy. The criterion is faithfulness with one’s own life.

2 “[...] does something that libertarian literary circles would hardly look favorably at, it would har-
dly be perceived by them unreservedly - to describe the gospel truth with the means of literature”
# “However, no writer, at least as far as I know, writes ‘Gospel according to the Gospel. Well,
our Teodora Dimova does it, the Bulgarian Teodora Dimova writes in Bulgarian Gospel accor-
ding to the Gospel”
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Here, of course, all kinds of boundaries, i.e. our criteria and classification,
start to blur. It is obvious that mimesis establishes a distance between the
author’s “world”, the recipient’s “world” and the “world” of the story
being told. There can be no direct reference here, nor truth in the sense
of representative illusion or repetition. In Dimova’s apocrypha, the
boundaries between fictional and historical stories as well as their specific
claims to credibility do blur as well. There is a source message referring
to historical events but confirmed by a kerygmatic text. There is a personal
paraphrase by a writer. There is a listener’s reception of a narrator’s/main
character’s testimony. There is a readers’ reception of an author’s testimony.

Concluding, Ricoeur’s category of mimesis along with the notion of
a testimony as a trustworthy dialogue that is situated between memory and
history seem to open a new perspective on literary biblical paraphrases.
On the one hand, it allows us to go beyond the blind alley of the necessity
of epistemological credibility, it opens to aesthetic innovation, and at the
same time maintains the right to axiological faithfulness. On the other
hand, it reveals the dynamics of the process of self-understanding of both
the author and the reader (including the literary critic), points to the
background of the common imagining and re-presenting. In the end, it
neutralizes all the boundaries, both in writing and reading, both in the act
of testifying and storytelling. There is only a unique border area, yet familiar
in terms of singularity and exemplarity, the great frontier zone that should
be understood as a zone of contact that is marked by a particular individual
and their unique, yet familiar experience. In this light, the question of
orthodoxy of a literary work such as a modern paraphrase of the Biblical
narrative does seem misunderstood and indeed requires reframing.
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ZgodnoS¢ i recepcja.
O teologicznej i estetycznej nowosci w dwéch powiesSciach
Teodory Dimowej

W artykule zostala poruszona kwestia funkcjonowania narracji biblijnej
w literaturze nowoczesnej w kontekscie lokalnego i indywidualnego
doswiadczenia wiary oraz epistemologicznego i egzystencjalnego pytania
o prawde. Autorka koncentruje si¢ na dwoch powiesciach bulgarskiej
pisarki Teodory Dimowej (ur. 1960): Mapma Mapuam [Marma, Mariam,
2010] i ITepseusm poxder Oen [Pierwsze urodziny, 2016]. Przypadek ten
jest szczegdlnie interesujacy, poniewaz biblijna opowie$¢ o Jezusie nie
zostala tu wykorzystana w celu stworzenia parodii lub bluznierstwa, czego
mozna by oczekiwa¢ w kontekscie ponowoczesnych dekontekstualizacji
i przewarto$ciowan, ale aby zaproponowa¢ wizje¢ chrzescijaniskiego Boga,
ktéra jest zaréwno estetycznie oryginalna, jak i teologicznie prawowierna.
Jak wiec sparafrazowa¢ historie biblijng i pozosta¢ ortodoksyjnym? Jak
urzeczywistni¢ egzystencjalny potencjal Biblii i stworzy¢ oryginalne
dzieto? W analizie autorka odwoluje si¢ do hermeneutyki egzystencjalnej
i fenomenologii pamieci Paula Ricoeura, zwlaszcza jego koncepcji
$wiadectwa oraz mimesis, w odniesieniu do kwestii recepcji parafraz
biblijnych w (bulgarskiej) kulturze nowoczesne;.
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Slowa kluczowe: Biblia, nowoczesno$¢, kultura bulgarska, literatura
bulgarska, Teodora Dimowa, recepcja, apokryf.
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