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place of violence, while his curse upon the Balkan people similarly pushes
the region toward violence.

The Balkan nations are thus dispossessed and partly exculpated of the
regional violence that has plagued and stigmatized the region. Implicitly,
even the Kosovo crisis in the late 1990s, which served as the inspiration
for this tale, is, according to this pattern, similarly resolved by blaming the
Eastern other. Or rather, one could say that Kadare blames the violence
on an underground, Eastern Balkan self. Because the Sultan’s blood is
buried deep within the land, so it becomes increasingly challenging to
draw the boundaries between an Eastern other and an Eastern self. The
Balkans have become blood brothers with the Ottomans, they have
grown related and thus to some extent inseparable. So the Easternness
blamed for Balkan violence could present itself either in the guise of an
occupier or of a self fully possessed by that occupier — a self disfigured
through many years of occupation. Though, regardless of the source, the
story turns the problem of Balkan violence into a struggle to escape
Easternness.

Our Original Western Selves

If the epilogue with the royal prayer and the supplemental report shift
the blame for Balkan violence onto Easternness, the rest of the story
reaffirms these Orientalist patterns of thinking from a somewhat different
perspective. When the minstrels reach Western Europe and receive an
audience at the home of a prominent nobleman, Kadare presents an
interesting apologia for Balkan violence. The Sultan’s prayer is open-
ended and subjective enough to leave some room for doubt about the
associations between Ottoman presence and Balkan violence. After all,
the Sultan points out that the Balkan people had been fighting among one
another for some six or seven hundred years before the Ottomans ever
reached the region. Yet this pre-Ottoman Balkan violence is given a
different spin by the noblewoman in Western Europe who greets the
Balkan minstrels with great sympathy.

When she hears the songs of the minstrels, the Western woman
compatres their epic poetry to Greek tragedies. The minstrels sing about
“sactifices at the foot of bridges, the Furies in the guise of washerwomen
on the banks of a river, the idlers in the village coffechouses, the killer
forced to attend the funeral feast of his victim.” The motifs and general
mood of these songs “bring to mind the Greek tragedies” for the
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noblewoman.” Listening to the minstrels’ songs, she concludes that
Balkan epic poems “ate the same diamond dust, the same seed” as Greek
tragedy. This argument then leads to a discussion of origins, because if
the Balkan epic poems are related to Greek tragedy, then the Balkans
must somehow be related to the Hellenic cradle of Western civilization.
Quite fittingly, Kadare has the Western woman assert that the “roots that
had given birth to everything,” to Europe herself, are in the Balkans.”

The Balkan identity is thus defined as eminently European. Their
penchant for infighting is merely another iteration of a Greek tragedy,
which however terrible, still bears a certain beauty, grandeur, and
boldness. While some of the Western Europeans hosting the Balkan
minstrels suggest that “hate is all [the Balkans] know,™' the explanation
provided by the noblewoman helps them and the reader reconceptualize
the Balkans as a place of unbridled passions, which nevertheless speaks of
the sublimity of the human spirit, at once terrifying and beautiful. The
noblewoman shares the reaction of Prince Bayazid at the beginning of the
Battle of Kosovo. Mid-conversation, the young prince turns to his Greek
tutor and says: “Anastasios...why...despite everything, am I so entranced
by their (Balkan) madness?””” This Balkan “madness” is made manifest
on the battlefield as the Balkan troops appear as a “wild jumble” when
compared to the disciplined monotony of Ottoman troops. The Ottoman
soldiers have little identity of their own. They march forward with “no
distinguishing features, not even a surname.” As the Greek Anastasios
suggests, it is these “shadows” who will “face those strutting Balkans and
slash their names, their long peacock-tail titles, and ultimately slash their
lives.”” Though spoken of mockingly by Anastasios, Balkan “madness” is
also a form of identification, a way for strong, colorful personalities to
assert themselves.

And while Kadare does not explicitly condone Balkan violence, he
presents the Balkans as Europeans whose Western inclinations have been
disrupted by the Ottoman invasion. Though the violence problem might
have been pertinent before the invasion, the problem is not truly
crippling until after. Pre-invasion regional altercations between the
nationalities, though condemned, are also romanticized and presented as
the consequences of an unruly Balkan soul. It is only when the Sultan’s
blood is buried in the land that the Balkans acquire their genuine
Easternness. With the occupation under way, the region is even named by
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its enemy, the Ottoman Empire. The name “Balkan” is an Ottoman term
that somehow “stuck to [the Balkans] like new scales on the body of an
aged reptile.”™ The Balkans are not so much the Eastern others of
Europe, but rather they are coerced into an Eastern identity by the
Ottomans. It is this involuntary assumed Easternness, like “new scales in
the body of an aged reptile,” that is blamed for the violence plaguing the
Balkans.

In this sense, Kadare is essentially extending many cultural myths
about Albanian national identity — myths often worked out in his fiction —
to the entire peninsula. In works like The Three-Arched Bridge (1978) and
Who Brought Back Doruntine? (1979) Kadare recreates cultural paradigms
like Frashéri’s about the flourishing medieval Albania, while the Slavs and
Greeks are shown as inferior and on a mission to put an end to Albanian
progress. Yet perhaps as evidence for the extremely fluid and relative
nature of these patterns of “nesting orientalism,” instead of pinning
Albania against other Balkan people, Kadare is now giving the entire
region the privileged position he granted Albania years earlier. If novels
like The File on H (1990) showed Albanians as the oldest people in the
Balkans, as old as the Homeric epics whose oral tradition is kept alive in
the mountains of Albania, in Elegy for Kosovo Kadare depicts the whole
peninsula as the roots of Europe and of Greek tragedy. The common
enemy is now the Turk, and at the face of this much more pervasive
Orientalism, the “nestling otientalisms” of the Balkans are put aside.

Moreover, the story recycles the obsession with the West that
dominated the post-socialist Albanian mentality. As Fatos Lubonja
argues, due to their small territory, Albanians have always needed the
alliance or friendship of a larger nation. After the fall of socialism, they
attempted to find that friend in the West. In Elegy for Kosovo we can sense
that this underlying desire to find an ally in the West has been applied to
all Balkan nations. At the Western nobleman’s home the Balkan minstrels
desperately beg their host not to chase them away. “We want to be like
you. We think like you. Don’t drive us away,” they say.” Such statements
once again reiterate that the Balkans are fundamentally European and
should rightfully be part of the Western world. More importantly,
however, the image of the minstrels traveling to Europe in order to
escape the Eastern victory back home, also seems to be proposing that
joining the West — presumably through the EU — may be the only viable
solution to more contemporary Balkan problems.

Kadare’s piece shows that Orientalism as a mindset still has the power
to both shape the Albanian reaction to and helps interpret for Albanians
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contemporary history, and incidences of violence in particular. More
importantly, however, I would suggest that like the original Orientalist
discourse, the Orientalist discourse in Elggy for Kosovo has both theoretical
and practical implications. Said argues that discourse and especially
literature helped the West dominate the East and shape its reality. “My
contention,” he writes, “is that without examining Orientalism as a
discourse one cannot possibly understand the enormously systematic
discipline by which European culture was able to manage — and even
produce — the Orient politically, sociologically, militarily, ideologically,
scientifically, and imaginatively during the post-Enlightenment period.”
Orientalism is thus never simple discourse, but could, in some ways, be
seen as a type of ‘performative’ discourse that affects cultural perception
in order to effect certain socio-political changes. Along these lines, then,
and especially because of its timing, Kadare’s Elgy for Kosovo is directly
attempting to alter public perception both in the Balkans and in the West
and thus prepare the ground for future sociopolitical changes.

For one, Kadare distinctly seeks to bring together the Balkan people
by essentially transposing their violent past into an Eastern other, thus
redirecting their antagonisms and uniting them against a common enemy.
If the blame for Balkan conflicts is to be found in the Eastern past, then
this realization should provide the impetus for Balkan unity, a sort of
unity that Kadare poetically depicts in Elegy for Kosovo, and the kind of
unity that he hopes can spill from the page into reality. Moreover, the
image of the wandering minstrels having to defend their history in front
of a Western audience should be seen as Kadare’s way of attempting to
shape Western perceptions of the Balkans in the aftermath of a violent
conflict in the region. It is for this reason, perhaps, that he makes a
Western woman the greatest advocate of the Balkans. Like the minstrels,
Kadare faces a Western audience, so he denounces the East, denounces
the terrible burdens that history has placed on the Balkans, and declares
the Europeanness of the region. In so doing, he hopes to transcend the
violent crisis and the consequences that crisis may have in the Western
perceptions of the Balkans. Painting the Balkans in the guise of the two
wandering minstrels, the author desperately seeks union with the West in
hopes of overcoming the Eastern legacy.

In some ways, Elegy for Kosovo may have been prophetic because it was
precisely at the hands of Western powers that the problem of Kosovo
was given a solution recently, a solution more accepted abroad than
regionally, but a solution that has not provoked the same violence of the
past. But since the solution had to come from outside rather than inside
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the Balkans, one wonders whether by removing accountability from the
region about its history, Kadare is not also taking away agency as well.
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